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ABSTRACT 

This two-volume set offers 16 narrative case studies 
and a facilitator’s guide. Cases were written by teachers about their 
personal experiences with teaching and groupwork, especially the 
problematic situations and dilemmas they faced. Groupwork is a 
well-documented and highly recommended strategy for enhancing 
students’ academic, cognitive, social, and attitudinal outcomes. 
Students involved in groupwork often make greater learning gains in 
basic academic skills and higher-order thinking than do students in 
traditional, whole-class instruction. Chapter 1 offers case studies 
that summarize the major issues related to groupwork as an 
instructional strategy and describes two particular models: Complex 
Instruction and Fostering a Community of Learners. Chapter 2 offers 
suggestions for facilitating groupwork interactions, while chapter 3 
presents a case that illustrates how the ’’center of attention” 
person, be it student or teacher, may change due to groupwork. In 
general, the cases present abstract issues in concrete terms that 
mirror these teachers’ own experiences. These cases can be used in 
professional development settings to stimulate discussion, 
interpretation, and problem solving among teachers who face similar 
issues in their own teaching. The facilitator’s guide provides 
general information on how to lead case discussions and specific 
teaching notes for each case to help the facilitator prepare for the 
issues that may come up during the discussion. The guide includes a 
table that offers an overview of specific issues found across the 16 
cases. Appendixes include an annotated bibliography and guidelines 
for case writing. (Contains 22 references.) (NAV) 
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Abstract 



A common instructional strategy in American classrooms is to have students work in groups. When 
students work together, they can pool their talents to accomplish more challenging work, while learning 
important social skills that will also be useful in the world beyond school. But successful use of 
groupwork requires much more than simply putting students in groups. Even skilled teachers struggle 
with such issues as how to teach social skills, how to develop understanding of content while 
encouraging independent thinking and responsibility, how to intervene appropriately when necessary, 
and how to encourage the active participation of all students. For this casebook, teachers wrote narrative 
accounts of their experiences with groupwork, especially problematic situations and dilemmas they 
faced. These narrative cases can be used in professional development settings to stimulate discussion, 
interpretation, and problem solving among teachers who, most likely, face similar issues in their own 
teaching. The accompanying facilitator’s guide provides general information about how to lead case 
discussions and also specific teaching notes for each case which can help the facilitator prepare for the 
issues that may come up in the discussion. 
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This volume is the fourth in a series of casebooks developed at the Far West Laboratory (FWL). These 
casebooks are part of a nationwide effort to capture and use practitioner knowledge to better prepare 
teachers for the reality of today’s classrooms. 

Unlike business, law, and medicine, education has made little formal use of cases as professional training 
tools. But interest in case-based teaching is now growi tg in both teacher preparation and inservice 
training programs. The 1980s reform movement is largely responsible. In the effort to improve schools, 
it has become increasingly clear that teachers are unprepared for the huge array of challenges presented 
by a student population and workplace vastly different from that of even a decade ago. Novices often 
find the gritty, real-life classroom to be light years from the ideal they imagined as students. Spotlighting 
this gap between theory and practice, the 1986 Carnegie report, A Nation Prepared: Teachers for the 
21st Century, recommended that teacher training institutions use “cases illustrating a great variety of 
teaching problems” as “a major focus of instruction.” 

What do we mean by “case?” Cases are candid, dramatic, highly readable accounts of teaching events or 
series of events. They show a problem-based snapshot of an on-the-job dilemma. Read alone, cases 
offer the vicarious experience of walking in another’s shoes. In group discussion, they are especially 
powerful, allowing differing points of view to be aired and examined. For that reason, cases are 
consciously designed to provoke discussion that is engaging, demanding and intellectually exciting. 

Some cases are written by researchers, but those we have pioneered over the past ten years at FWL are 
written by teachers themselves. 

Because they tell vivid, moving stories, cases give life to abstract principles and propositions, and are 
likely to be remembered. Teacher educators, administrators, mentors, and staff developers are using 
cases to trigger discussion about why a given strategy works or does not work. Beginners leant to create 
lessons that promote learning and environments that promote safety and trust. They learn to frame 
problems from multiple perspectives, interpret complex situations, and identify decision points and 
possible consequences — that is, they leant to think like teachers. Veterans discuss teaching situations 
that mirror their own, in the process reflecting on their values, attitudes, and assumptions and wrestling 
with the disequilibrium this creates. As a result, they often change their beliefs about teaching and 
learning and, thus, adopt very different ways of working with students. 

Far West Laboratory’s Approach 

The FWL case writing process makes practitioners themselves the subjects, producers, and consumers of 
action research. We emphasize this because teachers generally have few mechanisms to record and 
preserve their accumulated knowledge. When a teacher retires or leaves the profession, his or her 
understanding, methods, and materials — which should form a legacy to the profession, the community, 
and the school — are generally lost. Today, however, there is an expanding literature on the practitioner 
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experience. The casebooks contribute to it by combining the growing body of research about teaching 
with specific accounts of classroom dilemmas written by teachers themselves. 

But cases are not simply narrative descriptions of events. To call something a case is to make a 
theoretical claim — that it is a case of something, or an instance of a larger class. This is not to say that 
all cases illustrate, exemplify, or teach a theoretical principle. To be valuable as a case, however, the 
narrative should be representative of a class or type of dilemma, problem or quandary that arises with 
some frequency in teaching situations. Most rich cases, however, are cases “of’ many things. Cases 
may also be exemplars of principles, describing by their detail a general pattern of practice. 

The narratives in our casebooks are selected because they meet the criterion representing a larger class of 
experiences. In our first volume, The Mentor Teacher Casebook, 22 mentor teachers from the Los 
Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) describe the rewards and frustrations of providing on-the-job 
assistance to beginning teachers. An outgrowth of our study of the California Mentor Teacher Program’s 
first year, its vignettes describe how the mentor-colleague relationship develops and illustrate the 
complexity of the new mentor role. In the second casebook, The Intern Teacher Casebook, first-year 
teachers — again in LAUSD — describe in frank and moving detail the reality shock they experienced 
during their first few months instructing teenagers in inner-city schools. Their stories frequently reveal 
their initial inability to understand youngsters with backgrounds radically different from their own. They 
also portray the enormous challenge of simultaneously encountering two new cultures: teaching and 
poverty. 

Our third volume, Diversity in the Classroom: A Casebook for Teachers and Teacher Educators, 
continues the focus on diversity, but from the perspective of veteran teachers who describe some of the 
most problematic experiences of their careers. Some look back to their novice days, describe how they 
handled a situation, and reflect on what they might do differently now. Others relate current concerns 
and leave us with unresolved problems. 

About This Casebook 

The 16 cases in the pages that follow are again set in diverse, predominantly low-income schools. All 
but two are written by veteran teachers who describe the challenges and dilemmas of using groupwork in 
their classrooms. All of these teachers are committed to the benefits of groupwork. Some veterans have 
been exploring multiple approaches for several years, while others are in the midst of transforming their 
teaching. Yet, whatever the degree of experience, all would agree that using groupwork effectively is a 
complex and time-consuming skill. It demands preparation activities that build classroom community 
and collaborative working relationships among students, group tasks that require a contribution from 
each group member, and curriculum that shows coherence among the group tasks. Even with the best of 
intentions and planning, things can go awry in the messy world of practice — students are absent, behave 
differently than anticipated, or may not like to work in groups. 

To stimulate analysis and reflection, these cases focus on the surprises — the unanticipated events that 
happen every day in a classroom. The particular problems represented in narratives were carefully 
chosen by the teachers because they hoped that others could leam from their experience. As you will 
note when you read and discuss the cases, they often embed many of the same dilemmas that involve: 
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• examining why and how to use groupwork effectively 

• designing group tasks that both complement one another and demand contributions from all 
group members 

• analyzing the appropriate role of a teacher during group activities 

• exploring constructive teacher interventions during group process 

• crafting groups that supports learning for all students 

• supporting students to cooperate and collaborate with one another 

• dealing with uncooperative individuals and groups of students 

• providing effective status interventions 

• developing appropriate assessments for group activities 

• exploring how to communicate with parents who may be critical of group projects 

We have tried to sequence the cases to highlight many of these dilemmas. But since cases are usually 
“of’ many things, they often don’t fit neatly in any one chapter or section. 

For those interested in pursuing additional reading, we offer a number of resources in the appendices: an 
annotated bibliography on groupwork (Appendix A), and a bibliography of selected resources on case 
methods (Appendix B). If you are interested in adapting our case development methodology to create 
your own set of cases, please look at the guidelines we used with contributors to this casebook (Appendix 
C). 

Tips for Using These Cases 

Recent reforms in education promote the use of groupwork in heterogeneous classrooms. Yet we and 
the contributors to this book appreciate the difficulty and complexity of utilizing groupwork effectively. 
We hope that these cases will prompt you and your colleagues to be more reflective and analytical about 
how to design and implement appropriate group tasks. We also hope you will analyze how to create a 
community of learners characterized by norms of cooperation and collaboration, a coherent curriculum 
that leads to deep understanding of the subject matter, and tasks that engage group members in a 
meaningful pursuit of learning. 

As stated above, cases are powerful discussion catalysts. Good discussion can help people dig into a 
case. As you read these cases, you may want to ask yourself questions such as: How did the teacher 
frame the problems he or she encountered? What other ways could the problem have been framed? 

What did this teacher actually do and why? With what result? What alternative strategies might have 
been tried? At what risk? With what consequences? What were students thinking and feeling? How did 
they try to communicate this to the teacher? How does this teacher’s story parallel experiences of your 
own? How might this case (or case discussion) lead you to think of different ways of dealing with these 
dilemmas? What principles of teaching and learning can be generated from your analysis? 

A Facilitator’s Guide is prepared to accompany this casebook. It was developed as a result of a pilot test 
of all the cases with a variety of educational groups. It includes an analysis of issues embedded in each 
case and sample questions to raise during a discussion. Deliberations stimulated from such questions can 
help people to: 1) spot issues and frame problems in ambiguous situations, 2) interpret situations from 
multiple perspectives, 3) identify crucial decision points and possibilities for action, 4) recognize 
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potential risks and benefits inherent in any course of action, and 5) identify and test teaching principles in 
real classroom situations. 

An Invitation to Join Us 

Unlike previous casebooks, the cases in this edition are not accompanied by commentaries. During our 
field test of each case, we gained new insights by engaging in stimulating discussions with a variety of 
educators. Consequently, we decided to try an experiment to broaden the discourse by inviting you to 
join us. Instead of our soliciting commentaries from other educators, we invite you to write your own 
reactions and interpretations to each case and enter them on a World Wide Web site created at Far 
West Laboratory. We hope to encourage analysis of cases and of case discussions. Utilizing the 
Internet, we can exceed the boundaries of any individual analysis and create a community of learners for 
all who use the cases. 
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Benefits of Groupwork 

Groupwork is a well documented and highly recommended strategy for enhancing academic, cognitive, 
social and attitudinal outcomes for students. Researchers (Slavin, 1990; Sharan, 1994) have shown that 
students who experience group A»ork make greater learning gains in basic academic skills as well as 
higher-order thinking when compared to students in traditional, whole-class instruction. Students who 
learn in groups also demonstrate enhanced social skills (Watson et al., 1994), and inter-racial, 
inter-ethnic acceptance (Miller & Davidson-Podgomy, 1987). Thus, groupwork is considered a sound 
instructional approach for academically, ethnically, and linguistically heterogeneous classrooms. In 
these diverse settings, students can serve as resources to one another as they complete intellectually 
challenging learning tasks (Cohen, 1994). 

In this chapter, we provide a brief overview of the major issues related to groupwork as an instructional 
strategy: 1) organization of the classroom and the necessary redefinition of the traditional roles of teacher 
and student, 2) features of a sound group task, 3) unequal participation of group members, and 4) 
assessment of groupwork. Finally, we describe two particular models of groupwork, Complex 
Instruction and Fostering a Community of Learners, which provide the classroom context for a number of 
cases in this book. 

Organization of the Classroom for Groupwork 

During groupwork, the organization of the classroom is vastly different from the structure of the 
classroom in whole-class or individualized instruction. When six to eight groups are in simultaneous 
operation, it becomes impractical, if not physically impossible, for the teacher to personally supervise all 
the groups. She cannot single-handedly see to it that groups run smoothly, that students understand what 
needs to be done, and how best to complete the task. The teacher cannot — nor should she — take it for 
granted that all students benefit equally from the group processes and/or contribute substantially to the 
group product. 

This structural change in classroom organization necessitates changes in its management and a 
redefinition of the traditional roles of teacher and student. When students work in groups, the teacher is 
no longer the focal point in the classroom, sole provider of information and knowledge, constantly 
regulating and closely directing the students’ behavior and learning. Instead, the students become 
responsible for their own and their group mates’ learning. Cohen (1986) calls this process delegating 
authority, meaning that the teacher delegates to the groups, and to the individuals in these groups, the 
authority and the responsibility for productive group management, for ensuring group members’ 
engagement in learning, and their completion of the task. 

Redefining their traditional role doesn’t come easily for many teachers. Some struggle with no longer 
being “the precious dot in the center of the steadily revolving wheel” (see Case 16). Others worry that 
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without their constant supervision, the classroom might deteriorate into chaos, i.e., students will not 
understand what needs to be done, they will make too many mistakes, and they won’t complete their 
assignments. When teachers delegate authority, they poignantly ask themselves how far can and should 
such delegation of authority go? When do you intervene (see Case 1)? Do you let students fail (see 
Cases 4 and 10)? Will students be able to work out conflicts on their own (see Cases 8 and 9)? 

When the teacher successfully delegates authority, students V Ik and work together to find out what they 
are expected to do and how they should go about solving the problems assigned to them. When students 
engage in groupwork on intellectually demanding tasks, the more they talk and work together, the more 
they learn (Cohen, Lotan & Leechor, 1989; Cohen, Lotan & Holthuis, 1995). 

However, just as redefining the role of the teacher creates its own challenges, so does redefining the role 
of the student — working in groups doesn’t come naturally or easily for many of us. Asking for help or 
assisting classmates who ask for help used to be called cheating, and was (and in many settings still is) 
heavily sanctioned. Individual effort and accomplishment are still highly rewarded in schools . >nd in 
society. For successful groupwork, students need to learn new and different social skills: how to ask for 
help and how to assist those who ask for help, how to explain patiently, how to be productive and 
responsible group members, and how to respect and value other people’s contributions. Educators found 
that before students can work in groups successfully, skills for cooperation and collaboration need to be 
taught explicitly and practiced consistently before they become internalized, routine behaviors of 
students in groups. Adequate preparation of students for groupwork is a recurring theme in the cases in 
this book (see the grid on p. iii in the Facilitator’s Guide). 

Assigning to students in groups specific procedural roles (e.g., facilitator, materials manager, timer, 
reporter, recorder, safety officer, harmonizer, and others as necessary), helps the teacher to better 
delegate authority. Every member of the group plays a different role, and die roles rotate. For example, 
the facilitator sees to it that everyone understands what to do, gets help when necessary, and participates 
in group interactions. The recorder keeps notes of the group’s discussions and checks to see if individual 
reports have been completed. The materials manager sees that the group has all the equipment necessary 
and that the tables are cleared at the end of the lesson. 

When well implemented, roles can assure that the groups run smoothly and that individuals know what 
needs to be done. However, like learning how to cooperate, playing the roles will not happen naturally 
for students. The behaviors that accompany each role must be made explicit, discussed and practiced. 
Many teachers find the use of roles helpful as they take care of the many necessary, yet mundane 
minutiae of instruction, not only freeing the teacher of the burden of micromanaging the groups, but also 
allowing her to turn her attention to the real business of teaching — probing for understanding, delving 
into the content, stimulating and extending students’ thinking. 

Learning Tasks for Productive Groupwork 

An often unrecognized element of a successful groupwork lesson is a sound group task. Researchers 
(Cohen, 1995; Zhining Qin, Johnson & Johnson, 1995; Lotan, forthcoming) distinguish between 
problem-solving, open-ended, “ill-structured” tasks and routine, lower-level tasks (e.g., decoding and 
recall of factual it formation). These researchers also distinguish between purely linguistic tasks, tasks 
that require traditional academic skills (reading, writing, computing), and tasks that require many 
different intellectual abilities for their successful completion. 
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Routine, well-defined tasks have clear procedures, steps to be followed, and usually a right or wrong 
answer. Students can complete such tasks by carefully following directions, completing sentences, 
applying well-defined algorithms, and looking up and possibly memorizing information. While 
groupwork might not be essential for completing such tasks, it can benefit many students. Researchers 
(e.g., Webb, 1982) emphasize the academic benefits for students who provide help to their peers by 
explaining, modeling, and practicing, as well as for those who receive such help. 

In contrast, when students work on problem-solving, open-ended tasks, they deal with many 
uncertainties: they might explore different alternatives and come up with legitimately different solutions. 
In a recent synthesis of research, Qin, Johnson and Johnson (1995) found that groupwork produces 
greater gains with such problem-solving, non-exclusively linguistic tasks. 

What are sound, problem solving group tasks? The essential features of such tasks are: 1) open- 
endedness of the final produc solution, as well as open-endedness in the process of getting to that 
product, 2) the use of many different intellectual dimensions for successful completion of the task, 3) 
positive interdependence and individual accountability embedded in the task, and 4) an underlying “big 
idea,” a central disciplinary concept, or important subject matter content. 

Sound group tasks are as close as possible to real life situations, problems, or dilemmas. Like real life 
problems, such group tasks are uncertain in their outcome and in the ways one can go about finding 
solutions. Open-ended, problem-solving questions and activities ask for students’ experiences, opinions, 
and interpretations. Beyond the who, what, and what happened, students reflect on why and how things 
happened as they did, and could they have happened differently. In such activities, students analyze and 
evaluate, discuss cause and effect, explore controversial issues, and draw conclusions. 

Many teachers have found that students handle a task’s uncertainty with varying degrees of comfort and 
success (see, for example, Cases 2, 4, 7, 10, and 16). Some groups proceed with no major flare-ups, 
particularly if they have been carefully prepared for groupwork. Others find more than one legitimate 
outcome and more than one possible solution frustrating, if not infuriating. 

Rich group tasks require many different skills and multiple intellectual abilities for their successful 
completion. They allow students to contribute their various strengths, talents, or multiple intelligences 
(see Gardner, 1983) and they provide opportunities to further develop these skills. When tasks are 
multi-dimensional, more students have more opportunities to show intellectual competence, more ways 
of being smart. By making tasks multi-dimensional rather than uni-dimensional along the basic academic 
skills of reading and writing, educators are not only redefining the learning task, but also the social 
system of the classroom which has traditionally divided students into “smart” and “dumb.” Consistently, 
multi-dimensional, multiple-ability tasks are a precondition for providing more opportunities for more 
students to show “smarts” and be perceived as such by the teacher and by their peers. 

Group tasks that include multiple abilities can serve an additional purpose. They attract more students to 
the task and entice' them to participate, thus opening additional avenues for students to access the 
learning task. Students who are still learning to read might be drawn to a task by looking at and 
analyzing a photograph or a video clip. Some students might be lured to the task and respond more 
readily when listening to an audio tape of a song, a speech, or a story. Students who are just now 
learning English might understand instruction to the task better and faster as they work with real objects, 
manipulatives, and three-dimensional models (see Case 13). Students who still have difficulty reading 
might access information related to the activity from a graph, a matrix, or a cartoon — information that 
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has traditionally been conveyed exclusively through text. Many students who are turned off by 
traditional learning activities, when given the opportunity to participate through these alternate routes, 
show improvement in their traditional academic skills such as reading and writing. Through participation 
in multiple-ability learning tasks, students are practicing traditional academic skills in a meaningful 
context for a “real” reason: to understand, to communicate, to contribute. 

By definition, group tasks need to create and support interdependence among members of a group. 
Positive interdependence is the essence of collaboration (Johnson, Johnson, & Holubek, 1986). If a 
single student were able to complete a task by himself or herself, there would be scant incentive for 
groupwork — since groupwork usually requires additional effort and is often less efficient than individual 
work. Interdependence is enhanced when the students are accountable for a group product to which all 
members have contributed. When tasks are sufficiently rich, i.e., open-ended, include multiple abilities, 
and there is a limit on the amount of time the teacher and the class can devote to the activity (and the 
teacher can create a sense of urgency regarding groupwork), then students will have to rely on one 
another to understand and complete the task. 

Though interdependence is built into rich group tasks, teachers also worry about holding each student 
personally accountable for contributing to the group’s success and for mastering the concepts embedded 
in the activity. Written reports completed individually after a group activity are often useful for ensuring 
such individual accountability. 

As mentioned earlier, groupwork is particularly beneficial when conceptual learning, problem solving, 
and deep understanding of content and subject matter (L. Shulman) are the goals of instruction. To learn 
central concepts or big ideas of a discipline, students need to have the opportunity to interact, discuss, 
and clarify their thoughts about such content. That is why well-designed group activities address a big 
idea, speak to an essential question, or invoke a central disciplinary concept with which students will 
grapple. 

Well-crafted group activities are excellent opportunities for students to examine these central concepts 
and big questions from different perspectives, and propose different alternatives and solutions to the 
problems. For example, the teacher-author of Case 5 of this book designed a unit in which students 
explore the concept of density in various settings. However, this example of “less is more” creates a 
further dilemma. Whereas previously the teacher had devoted but a single period to the difficult concept 
of density, when using groupwork she spent over four days exploring the same concept, albeit in different 
contexts and with different problems. This dilemma of breadth (i.e., content coverage) vs. depth is also 
addressed by the author of Case 14. 

Equal Access and Participation 

Many teachers dread but quickly recognize the uncomfortable yet familiar situation in groupwork when 
one student dominates the interaction and takes over the group, telling other people what to do and how 
to do it by imposing his or her opinion — at best, sits quietly and unobtrusively as another student 
withdraws from the group; at worst, becomes disruptive and sabotages other people’s work. Teachers 
have often noticed that those students who are seen as smart and are also popular (i.e., high status 
students) participate more in groupwork then those who are perceived as weak in the subject matter and 
who have few or no friends. Cohen (1982) has called this relationship between status and rate of 
participation in small group settings a status problem. Unless educators address this problem and break 
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this well-documented connection between status and participation (Cohen, Lotan & Catanzarite, 1990; 
Cohen & Lotan, 1995), the rich get richer and the learning gap increases. 

Explicitly or implicitly, a number of teacher-authors in this casebook touch upon dilemmas concerning 
unequal opportunities for students to leam, to participate, or to have access to the materials (see the grid 
on p. iii in the Facilitator’s Guide). The authors vividly recall their worries, anxieties, and feelings of 
sheer helplessness in their interactions with students who have low academic skills (see Cases 10, 11, 

13), who are divergent thinkers and behave differently from everyone else in the class (Case 12), who are 
newcomers and don’t speak English (Cases 7 and 16), or who have the uncanny ability to “push a 
teacher’s buttons” (Case 8). More than anything, these teachers would like to be able to successfully 
address these problems of status, to level the playing field, and provide all students with equal 
opportunities for learning and academic success. 

Some authors of cases in this book (see the grid on p. iii in the Facilitator’s Guide) recount their 
experiences with Complex Instruction, a model of groupwork in which status problems are addressed 
directly and explicitly. A more detailed description of Complex Instruction follows in a later part of this 
Introduction. 

Assessment of Groupwork 

Not only is assessment of groupwork currently an underdeveloped component of groupwork, it also 
“raises tough questions with many unresolved answers” (see Case 5). In this case, the teacher addresses 
the lack of a match between the mode of instruction she was using (groupwork, which relies on 
collaboration and open-ended tasks around the concept of density), and the quiz she used to assess 
students’ understanding (a multiple-choice, individual test in which students were asked to use formulas 
to calculate density). This lack of a tight connection between instruction and assessment led to grave 
disappointment. Although both teacher and students spent much time and effort on the unit on density, 
students did no better on the quiz than students in previous years when the teacher devoted but one 
period to this concept. After much soul-searching, the teacher and her students realized that the tools for 
assessment needed to be more closely aligned with the purposes and content of groupwork. On a second 
test, when students themselves participated in its design and when criteria for evaluation were clear from 
the very beginning, students’ achievements improved. 

In addition to closely connecting what one teaches to what one tests for, many more questions arise 
around assessment of groupwork. When assessing the quality of a group product, does the teacher assign 
a group grade or an individual grade? How can a teacher be sure of the relative contribution of each 
member of the group? What about the “social loafers,” “the free riders,” “the suckers” whom others take 
advantage of? How will the teacher assess competence of individuals in their thinking skills and in 
subject matter knowledge after group collaboration? What are the important social skills related to 
groupwork, and how will the teacher measure students’ ability to communicate, make decisions, 
negotiate, resolve conflicts, in -short, collaborate productively and function effectively as members of a 
team? 

In a recent article, Webb (1995) reviews the dilemmas surrounding two different, sometimes competing 
goals of groupwork: group productivity versus individual learning from collaborative groupwork. 

When the goal of groupwork is group productivity, evaluation focuses on the output of the 

group. Either the quantity of output, or the quality of the product, or both, may be 
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evaluated (for example, the quantity of ideas for solving a problem, the quality of a 
solution to a problem). When the goal of groupwork is learning on the part of individual 
members, in contrast, evaluation focuses on learning outcomes, not the quality of the 
group’s performance on the group task. Because the processes and outcomes of group 
collaboration may differ depending on whether the goal is individual learning or group 
productivity, it is important that the purpose of the assessment, the goal of groupwork and 
the group processes supposed to contribute to those goals be specified clearly (p. 241). 

To motivate their students, many teachers often grade them on their participation in groupwork. 

However, a note of caution is in order here: as explained earlier, students might be hampered in their 
participation not because they lack motivation or willingness to participate. More often than not, they are 
shut out from the group and ignored by their peers because of the existence of a status problem. In such 
cases, it would be quite unfair to blame these students, admonish them for not putting out enough effort, 
or punish them by lowering their grade. 

Models of Groupwork 

Different teams of researchers have developed a range of approaches to groupwork and cooperative 
learning, each approach reflecting the researchers’ distinct theoretical emphasis. Teachers who make 
cooperative learning central to their pedagogy vary the approach to groupwork taken, depending on their 
instructional purpose. Typically, they draw from these different approaches to craft a unique and often 
eclectic synthesis that serves them in their classrooms and with their students. The annotated 
bibliography at the end of this volume describes several well-regarded approaches (see section entitled 
“Models of Cooperative Learning”). Several of the cases in this volume describe classrooms where 
teachers have created a unique approach to groupwork (e.g.. Cases 2, 3, 7, 8, 10, and 14). Other cases, 
however, are set in the context of a specific approach to groupwork, namely, Complex Instruction (Cl) or 
Fostering a Community of Learners (FCL). The teachers who authored these cases worked closely with 
the research teams, studied the theoretical basis for the approach, and participated in ongoing 
professional development to support their implementation. Because these cases are set in a specific 
context, we briefly introduce Complex Instruction and Fostering a Community of Learners. 

Complex Instruction. Developed by Elizabeth Cohen and her research staff, Complex Instruction (Cl) 
is an approach designed for heterogeneous classrooms. In Cl classrooms, the aim is to teach all students 
high-level concepts and material. Cl addresses a common instructional dilemma in groupwork: unequal 
participation, which in turn leads to unequal learning. Unequal interaction is often the direct result of 
unresolved status problems in the classroom. 

To break the link between status and the rate of participation, i.e., to weaken the status problems (if not 
to eliminate them entirely), teachers skilled in Complex Instruction use specific interventions called 
status treatments. These treatments are the multiple ability orientation and the assignment of 
competence. With the multiple ability orientation to a multiple ability task, the teacher widens 
everyone’s conception of what it means to be “smart.” The teacher publicly recognizes the wealth of 
intellectual abilities that are relevant and valued in the classroom and in daily life, and she stresses that 
students will have different strengths and weaknesses among these abilities. She might say, for instance, 
"No one will have all the abilities necessary to do this task, but everyone will have some of the abilities.” 
The message she communicates is not a simplistic “cooperate because it is the nice thing to do.” Rather, 
it is “cooperate because you need each other.” When successful, the multiple abilities treatment leaves 
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each student thinking, “I may not be able to do everything in the assignment, but I certainly can do some 
of this. I have something to contribute to the task.” 

The assignment of competence strategy is designed to change perceptions and, thus, expectations of self 
and others of a low status person. In this strategy, the teacher recognizes publicly the specific and 
relevant intellectual contributions of individual members of the group. Thus, when an assignment of 
competence is successful, rather than having uniformly low expectations for low status group members 
and high expectations for high status members, students enter each task with a mixed set of expectations. 
In each new groupwork situation, group members will expect the low status student to be able to 
contribute or accomplish more than before. In the best of all possible worlds, this change in expectations 
becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, with the result that the low status student participates more 
meaningfully, and eventually learns more. 

To implement status treatments successfully, first teachers need to recognize a status problem. Next, 
they need to analyze group tasks to make it clear to their students and to themselves what intellectual 
abilities are indeed necessary for successful completion. Finally, they need to learn how to set the stage 
and increase opportunities for low status students to show competence and be recognized for it. 

Many teachers feel uncomfortable singling out individual students and publicly recognizing them. 
However, there is strong evidence (Cohen & Lotan, 1995) to suggest that these treatments are effective in 
boosting the level of participation of low status students, which in turn raises their learning gains. 
Furthermore, these strategies do not diminish the rate of participation of high status students. 
Participation in groups is not a zero-sum game. In Cases 11, 13, and 16, teachers describe how they 
employ these strategies to improve low status students’ opportunities to interact, and by extension, learn 
in groupwork settings. 

In Cl, treatment of status problems takes place in the context of a transformed classroom. There is a 
special management system, and the curricular materials are designed to enable students to use multiple 
intellectual abilities and to foster interdependence. To provide time for the teacher to respond to status 
problems and to teach higher level concepts, she delegates managerial authority to her students. Through 
the use of cooperative norms, procedural roles, and an activity card, she makes students responsible for 
their behavior and for staying on task. Curricular materials that are appropriate for Cl fulfill four criteria: 
they are organized around a central concept or “big idea,” they are open-ended and uncertain, they 
require students to use multiple-intellectual abilities to complete them, and they create positive 
interdependence and demand individual accountability. Cases 5 and 15 describe in detail examples of 
Cl’s specialized curriculum. 

Fostering a Community of Learners. Developed by Ann Brown and Joe Campione, FCL is an 
approach to groupwork for which deep disciplinary understanding and the development of skills of 
critical literacy are central. In FCL classrooms, a culture of inquiry and community is cultivated. 
Students come to understand generative, lithe ideas within a discipline because they work collaboratively 
with their peers, and because they routinely reflect upon or monitor their comprehension of ideas. 
Furthermore, the ideas are presented in a manner that encourages students to explore their questions and 
thus to be intrinsically interested in the material. The approach is based on Vygotsky’s theories of 
intellectual and social development and Brown’s conceptions of “comprehension monitoring” in group 
settings. Brown and Campione describe FCL as a system with three key parts: students engage in 
collaborative research, then share their information and understandings through jigsaw (Aronson, 1978) 
and other activities, and finally apply what they have learned to a new and more difficult task that is 
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reported in a public exhibition or performance. In an FCL classroom, students engage in a range of 
groupwork activities as they research, share, and apply material studied. These different activities 
represent an elegant synthesis of several well-regarded approaches to groupwork, e.g., jigsaw (Aronson, 
1978), reciprocal teaching (Palinscar & Brown, 1984), group investigation (Sharan & Sharan, 1992), and 
writing groups that follow the National Writing Project process approach to composing text. Cases 1, 6, 
and 12 are all set in the context of FCL classrooms. 
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When do You Intervene? 



Both my personal and professional experience have taught me that people don’t hear something until they 
are ready. As a veteran teacher, I know this is true for my students as well. Yet all too often, I find 
myself trying to give them the “right answer” — as if there were one. So in recent years I’ve tried to 
break myself of this habit; however, this has been problematic. 

I teach 5th and 6th grade in an inner-city school where for the last three years, I have participated in a 
research project designed by Ann Brown and Joe Campione from the University of California, Berkeley. 
The thrust of the program, which entails extensive restructuring of many aspects of the daily curricula, is 
to create a classroom where students engage in their own research in the field of biological sciences. The 
project’s ultimate goal is for students to become literate in a number of areas, including reading, writing, 
argumentation, and the discourse of science. 

As a result of the restructuring, there has been a blending of whole class and small group work, in which 
students do collaborative research projects. During small group sessions, students do research, 
participate in Reciprocal Teaching 1 and work on writing a group paper about their research findings. 
Once the research is complete, the groups re-form into a jigsaw configuration. 2 This exciting role 
reversal presents the adult facilitator with an interesting question — what to do when one of the students, 
in his or her role as teacher, presents incorrect information? Should there be some sort of intervention? 

If so, when and how? 

I had to answer these questions for myself this year when my students undertook a research project about 
the island of Borneo. 

To begin the project, I presented the students with a true story about a serious outbreak of malaria on the 
island: After many people died, the authorities had decided to spray DDT to kill the mosquitoes, which 
were carrying the malaria. What they hadn’t anticipated was DDT’s effect on the ecosystem. 



1 Reciprocal Teaching (RT) was designed by Ann Marie Palincsar and Ann Brown in 1984. RT provides students with a set of 
cognitive strategies which enable the reader to have greater access and understanding of the text Through a variety of questions, first 
modeled by an adult the child learns the importance of clarifying, predicting, summarizing and interpreting newly revealed material. 
After seeing strategies modeled by an adult students are encouraged to take turns being the “teacher.” Eventually, all RT groups are 
directed by the students. 

2 Jigsaw configurations, a model of groupwork developed by Aronson, has two stages. In a typical classroom, the teacher divides the 
students into approximately five groups. During the first stage, the teacher assigns each group a specific topic about which the 
members will become expert; the group conducts research or discusses the topic and ensures that all members understand the 
material. During the second stage, the teacher reconfigures the groups so that each newly formed group has one expert on each of the 
topics; the experts share their knowledge with the others so that all have a deep understanding of the material. 
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My students were challenged to first uncover and understand the complexities of the Borneo dilemma 
and then consider possible solutions. Once familiar with the elements that contributed to this dilemma, 
the students generated a number of questions about the situation. The questions served as a springboard 
from which individual research groups designed their own research project. Each group investigated 
individual topics, among them: What is DDT? Why did this country decide to use it? What is malaria? 
What, if any, ethical issues were (or should be) considered when making the decision to use a pesticide? 

After completing their research, all students participated in a final jigsaw session. Each student adopted 
the attitude of someone having the “right” information, presenting the newly acquired knowledge with 
conviction. Yet, as emergent experts in a new domain, students’ newly formed theories are sometimes 
erroneous. And as the classroom teacher, my responsibility is to decide when it is or isn’t important to 
inject correct information. In this case the issue arose first with Lakesha. 

Lakesha’s group had researched general information about the island of Borneo, and she was deemed the 
resident expert. Everything the other students would learn about the island was to come from Lakesha 
who, like all the other students, took this heady responsibility very seriously. 

A fellow student, Ugochi, asked, “Is Borneo like New York?” “Yes,” Lakesha responded, “it is just like 
New York, but it has more trees.” 

This was a significant error. In this lesson the students were supposed to understand that the people of 
Borneo made widespread use of DDT because of a serious malaria outbreak, and one of the reasons 
malaria was so widespread was that Borneo is a tropical country. New York City’s significantly different 
climate makes it less likely that malaria would be a problem there. 

When I heard Lakesha’s answer, I considered whether to intervene. On the one hand, I wondered, if the 
students didn’t understand that Borneo’s vast swampy areas led to the increased incidences of malaria, 
how could they understand why the government agreed to spray DDT? On the other hand, I thought, this 
was a very low status child. If I corrected Lakesha during her presentation would she retain her power in 
the group as the “expert”? I decided not to intervene. 

That evening I discussed the incident with a colleague, one of the program’s designers. We agreed that 
this situation was problematic. Sometimes incorrect information can have broader ramifications, 
confusing students as they try to come to new understanding about complex situations. Moreover, our 
project is not about unbridled discovery learning. We want students to have a sound science framework 
and a deep understanding of certain important biological concepts. 

During our discussion, my colleague reminded me of the importance of what she calls “opportunistic 
seeding” — waiting for the right moment to drop some pearls of wisdom, with the understanding that we 
only hear what we are ready to hear. Rather than intervene directly to correct Lakesha’s misinformation, 

I decided to wait for an opportune moment to drop a seed that might lead students to think of Borneo as a 
tropical place. 

I didn’t have to wait long. The next jigsaw session topic was malaria. Emecia, the student expert, began 
her talk by saying that in order to grow malaria you needed a wet, swampy place. Seeing my chance, I 
raised my hand. When Emecia called on me, I said, “I am confused. Yesterday Lakesha said Borneo was 
like New York City, and I don’t think of New York City as swampy. So how can malaria be a problem?” 
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Lakesha immediately took the bait, saying, “You misunderstood me. Only part of Borneo is like New 
York — the cities.” 

At this point Ugochi chimed in, “Yeah, don’t you remember? Borneo has tropical rain forests too. 

That’s where the swampy areas are.” 

This started a lively discussion about the terrain of Borneo and why it’s conducive to the spread of 
malaria. The students looked at me in amazement, wondering how I could have missed this most salient 
of points. But I smiled smugly to myself, feeling as if all was right with the world — until the next day 
when Doranne presented as the expert on DDT. 

During her presentation, Doranne was asked to clarify a point in her paper. She had written that DDT 
“was more dangerous for children because it gets in their bodies and then it continues to grow as [the 
children] get bigger and bigger. The bigger the child gets, the more DDT it has in their system.” 

“Oh no,” I thought. This was definitely a potentially serious misunderstanding. Once again I had to 
make a quick decision. To intervene or not? To set this kid straight or to wait and deal with it in a whole 
class lesson after the jigsaw? Because I felt that Doranne was very self-confident, I decided to question 
her about her conjecture. 

I said, “It is my understanding that DDT is a pesticide, a non-living thing. I think there is a characteristic 
missing for it to be able to grow. What is that?” After some discussion, we concluded that in order for 
something to grow, that something must be alive. So I asked Doranne, “Is DDT alive?” 

When she said no, I pressed further, asking, “Then how does a child get more DDT into his system?” 
Doranne explained that initially a child might eat a fruit or vegetable that has been sprayed with DDT. 
After that the DDT gets in the body and it grows. 

At this point I fell back into my old teacher stance, continuing to debate this point in hopes that Doranne 
would give in. But she held her ground, refusing to be swayed by the logic of my argument. 

Not only did Doranne remain unconvinced by my logic, but the jigsaw session, which had only moments 
before been child-centered, was now totally focused on my input. Everyone was looking at me to see 
what pearls of wisdom I had to impart, trying to understand my “right” way of thinking. The students 
had been looking at each other, building a learning community amongst themselves and enjoying each 
other’s intellectual company; now I was the center of attention, with little or nothing to show for it. 

When I realized what had happened, I tried to give the floor back to the students by asking the next child 
to present. I backed off physically, making it clear that I was still listening, but trying to shift the focus 
of attention back to the students. 

The focus did shift. But as I continued to observe, I realized that Doranne, the child I had “tried to 
correct,” never spoke again during that jigsaw session. I was reminded of — in fact, haunted by - 
something I had read in Courtney Cazden’s book, Classroom Discourse , 3 when she challenges ti e 



3 Cazden, C. B. (1988). Classroom discourse: The language of leaching and learning. Portsmouth, NH' Heinemann Press. 
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traditional role of the teacher: “Teachers have the right to speak at any time and to any person; they can 
fill any silence or interrupt any speaker; they can speak to a student anywhere in the room and in any 
volume or tone of voice” (p. 54). Had I overextended my power as the teacher to the detriment of that 
child? 

What should I have done? I still don’t know. Clearly, there are no easy answers. In the one instance, 
intervention helped. In the other, it hindered. 

When I initially changed my classroom to accommodate groupwork, I talked with my students about how 
this would increase their independence and responsibility. We discussed how everyone would become 
an expert as we built a community that valued the sharing of knowledge. Those were lofty notions. But 
how can we bring our highest and best ideas into the classroom while at the same time safeguarding 
educational and intellectual integrity? 
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Six 2nd grade students stood around a rectangular library table covered with butcher paper. It was their 
turn to get a close look at our classroom rat, Popsicle, and maybe even pet her. As part of a year-long 
study of animals, their task for the ne;:t 10 minutes was to observe the rat, watch her movements and 
mark with an “x” wherever she stopped on the table. Next, they would describe her movements or draw 
her in their logs. I reviewed the guidelines and took the rat out of the cage. 

As I started to leave, Michelle asked if they could hold the rat. I replied, “Not this time. Wait until 
you’re recording in your logs. You can take turns holding her while you write. For now just watch and 
map how she moves. You can call her and tap gently on the table. You can coax her to follow a pencil.” 

I then walked away to check in with the other four groups. 

The group, formed by random selection, started out quietly, members standing side by side around their 
table. No one wanted the rat to go over the edge. I heard: 

“Make an ‘x’ there.” 

“She’s not coming to my end.” 

“Quit hitting the table.” 

“She’s scared.” 

After a few minutes. Popsicle lingered at one end of the table. The whole group crowded there except for 
John, who had become a self-appointed organizer. John circled the table, saying in a loud voice, “We 
need some here and here and here.” He kept reminding the others that someone should stand near the 
opposite end because the rat moved fast. Terrell went to the other end briefly, but quickly returned, 
crowding into the place he’d left. A minute later Michelle picked up Popsicle, cradling the rat in her 
arms. But when a dropping fell, she screamed. Lisa giggled and backed up, pushing Joshua. 

“See!” John yelled. “You weren’t supposed to pick her up.” 

Pointing toward the rat dropping, Lauren goaded Michelle saying, “You should make an ‘x’ there.” 
Michelle hit her. 

When Terrell picked up the rat and held it in front of Lauren’s face, John yelled, “You aren’t being 
respectful.” The rat squirmed away from Terrell. 



PLEASE DO NOT PHOTOCOPY OR USE WITHOUT PERMISSION 5 

Groupwork in Divert e Clast room: A Casebook for Educators 
Edited by Judith Shulman , Rachel Lotan <k Jennifer Whitcomb 
Far West Laboratory (FINAL 1 1/95) f s 



Groupworl : in Diverse Classrooms 



It was the last straw for a group on the edge of chaos. The room, always too noisy with kids’ voices 
bouncing from the wooden walls and rafters, teetered toward disorder. I walked over to the table, 
scooped up Popsicle and put her in the cage. I took the butcher paper off »nd told the group to put their 
heads down, hoping everyone would cool off. They sat with their heads down for the next 10 minutes 
while I went around helping the other groups. But I kept an authoritarian teacher’s eye on them, as well 
as on the other groups. 



After 16 years as a primary teacher, I had started this school year in a new role — science specialty 
teacher for 350 students, grades one to five at an inner-city elementary school. Eighty percent of the 
students are African American; the others are Hispanic, Filipino, Iranian, Southeast Asian and white. I 
wondered how I was ever going to learn their names, much less facilitate learning the scientific method 
in a “science lab.” To try to know them better, I used student surveys. 

Throughout the year, two questions framed my teaching. How does a community of learners develop for 
students working in groups with hands-on activities for the first time? How can predictable processes be 
established to support positive study habits when students meet twice a week for 50-minute periods in 
“science lab”? By mid-year, three routines helped to make a sense of community: 

Community building activities . Classes started or ended with community building 
activities, such as community circle. Children sat in a circle for a structured sharing and 
listening activity. The sharing was brief. It focused on a specific topic. Sometimes the 
topic related to science, but often we shared weekend activities, favorites, and other 
opinions. 

Rotating work stations . Gradually I developed a protocol for rotating stations. Children 
worked each semester in randomly selected fixed groups. Some stations were related — 
for example, observing our rat, answering class-generated questions about the rat, and 
writing and creating a page for the pop-up rat book. At another station students explored 
the volume of various containers to get ready for a lesson about density. At the 
“Changes” stations, students observed and recorded the changes in plants, a classroom 
compost box, a beaker of water, and various crystals. Every third or fourth time we met, 

I guided a whole group activity to set up for the “Changes” station, or I gave them a 
directed lesson. 

Writing in learning logs . Students worked, observed, and explored while recording in 
logs. At the end of each class, the log entries were shared. 

Each group had a new leader twice a month who passed out materials, initiated the work process and 
reported the group’s process at the end of each session. Sometimes they worked as individuals at the 
same table, sometimes as partners, sometimes in two subgroups of three, and sometimes they worked on 
a table group activity. 



In this particular project, I wanted the group to discover that observation and interaction lead to authentic 
learning. I hoped that by working together to map the rat’s movements, the students would look more 



* * * * * 
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closely at the variety of rat movements and begin to speculate together on the rat’s abilities. I wanted to 
promote and honor students’ ability to find their own way to work together. Because of this, I hadn’t 
rushed over at once when I saw the first signs of difficulty. 

After I finally intervened, I wondered if I shouldn’t have first processed the flare-up both for the group 
and the class. But the other tables had quickly reengaged in their tasks and seemed to want to complete 
their work. Or maybe they just wanted to disassociate themselves from the rat group. 

Hindsight tells me it’s not surprising that working together to map out the rat’s movement had produced 
anxiety in John. He struggles through school and says he does his best work when sitting by himself. 
Perhaps his anxiety, in turn, set off the rest of the group, which, as the first group to do this particular 
activity, was already a little insecure. 

Did stressing the importance of their working together to produce the map negatively affect them? I 
considered spending a period preparing the students to map the rat’s movements. But in my rush to get 
to the activity, we only spent a few minutes practicing their social strategies. After all, they had 
cooperated during a prior animal observation task in which they looked at the rat together, talked to each 
other, then individually recorded in their logs. A quick look at some of those earlier log entries reveals 
that the group had been cooperative and engaged in their observation: 

It scratched me. (John) 

Popsicle the rat. Popsicle is a white rat. Popsicle likes Michelle. Popsicle is looking at 
me. Popsicle likes to play. (Lauren) 

He is sniffing and he is standing up. He was sniffing on my book. He has red eyes. His 
claws were on my book. (Jamal) 

Popsicle is an albino rat. That means he has red eyes. He tried to go off the table 
sometimes. If you put your pencil high in the air, he will stand up. When the teacher got 
him out of the cage, his tail was spinning around like a helicopter. (Lisa) 

Their next group task closely mirrored the kind of work they routinely did in their classrooms: looking 
up answers to questions in a book. From a list of class questions about rats that students generated, the 
group selected three to five questions to answer as a group. Each pair of students used a different 
resource — books or a poster chart. They had to all agree on the answer to the question based on their 
previous observations, classroom instruction, and their resource material. Next they were to help each 
other write their logs. I asked them to focus on their work together, not the number of questions they 
could answer in their logs. I went as far as saying I expected them to be working on the same question. 

I thought this assignment seemed dull compared to the hands-on activities at the other tables, but the 
group nodded and 'grabbed their pencils. Lisa, an accomplished reader, quickly began to lead them 
through the questions. At first, Michelle and John, easily frustrated with the discussion, asked me for the 
right answer. I reminded them that I wouldn’t help until each pair had looked through their resources, the 
group agreed they needed help, and everyone raised their hands together. They no longer asked. 
Somehow it became a challenge to find the answer as a group. 
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Whenever I checked in they were working. They read aloud the first question and passages from their 
books. They informally jigsawed and worked in pairs on the next two questions. They excitedly called 
the other pairs over when they found information to back up their ideas. Individuals occasionally strayed 
from the task, just talking, but they all returned to their work. 

It’s true that not everyone engaged to the same degree in this activity. Mia and John participated 
marginally in the discussion and worked intermittently with their partners, looking through their book. 
They copied the answers while the others composed and discussed spelling as a group. Yet the group’s 
assessment of themselves at the end shows they felt they had all worked together and done a good job. 

Like the students, I was pleased to see half a page of questions and answers written in their logs, a 
measurable accomplishment for second graders, who often like to quantify their work. Yet I wanted 
them to value, not just quantity of output, but their own process. So I reminded them and the rest of the 
class that these were questions that they had asked about rats. I told them they had been thinking, 
investigating, and observing the animals’ activities in the classroom, just like scientists. 

Did students consider their work good in this task because the question-answer activity was familiar? 

Did they, like me, struggle with factoring in the level of difficulty when assessing the success or failure 
of an assignment? The question-answer activity was simple, with a measurable product to assess. By 
contrast, the rat mapping activity had demanded more attention, self-control, and cooperation, and 
success would have been less quantifiable. Log recordings would have provided just a peek at the 
knowledge the students gained from their observations and interactions with each other. How do 
students consider complexity when assessing their work? 

* * * * * 

Now, after seven months in my new role, I still have many questions. The process and the outcomes of 
the two group episodes I described echoed the larger dilemmas that I struggled with throughout the year. 
The room was quieter and more orderly with large group instruction. Students called the more traditional 
reading and question-answer activities, real learning. Hands-on groupwork often required interaction that 
sent the room through increasingly uncomfortable noise levels amplified by the wooden ceiling and 
walls, threatening classroom order. Students didn’t associate groupwork — even when successful — with 
real learning. I wonder if students feci less secure generating their own questions and finding answers 
from multiple resources than they are working with questions and “real” answers from a textbook. What 
can I do to expand their concept of “real learning”? 

I also struggle with the 50-minute period and groupwork organization. Are rotating learning stations the 
best structure considering time constraints? How much time should I devote to modeling and practicing 
group process and problem-solving strategies? As a teacher I want to construct some kind of rhythm to 
the day that meshes with my coaching style of teaching. Whole-class activities each session seem like 
isolated experiences, with me having to orchestrate the links between them. Wording in stations, in 
contrast, gives students a preview of their next task, a chance to revisit an activity through sharing 
student work, and a sense of familiarity as station activities are gradually modified. But I rarely squeeze 
in periods for modeling and practicing social strategies and group problem-solving techniques. Do I need 
to spend more time for these kinds of lessons? Is my program of working in stations too ambitious, too 
complicated? Will the students see the work they do in stations as both learning and fun? Would a more 
direct instructional approacn that includes whole class hands-on activities be more effective than using 
rotation exclusively? 
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Poor Period Three! 



I stand at my classroom door to greet my students. Soon period three will begin. “Good morning 
Latisha, how are you?” 

“What are we doing today?” she responds. 

I try not to sound too mechanical. “I’ll explain to everyone in class at once, Latisha.” She plops into her 
seat and stares; her need for nurturing goes unmet. 

“Hi Jose, what’s up?” 

“I hate my group,” he says. “Let me sit near Donny.” 

“That’s not negotiable, Jose.” Noticing my robot tone, I add, “You’ll have to work with all kinds of 
people in this world and here’s the place to leant!” I see pouting and, again, pressing needs not being 
met. 

Period three is one of six 8th grade social studies classes I teach each day. We cover U.S. history, 
government, and geography. Our school draws from what is largely a lower-middle class neighborhood 
with an ethnically diverse population, the majority being Latino. 

Two-and-a-half years ago, I became an advocate of cooperative group learning. Especially for our large 
“sheltered” population, it seemed to me group interaction would be preferable to struggling alone in 
silence. During my conversion to groupwork, I was trained to never give up — if things aren’t working 
out, keep discussing it with the class until they cooperate. Because of my relative success instructing in 
cooperative groups, I’d been selected to be a peer coach, observing and helping other teachers to plan, 
manage and evaluate their groupwork. 

Thus, feeling a little smug, I entered into group instruction this year with a good deal of confidence. I 
met my match with period three. In my mind I call them “Poor Period Three.” This is one class in the 
district that merits a full time Resource Specialist Program teaching aide because we have nine — yes 
nine — special education students. We also have 10 sheltered students who have recently left bilingual 
classes and are now making the transition to full-time English instruction. The make-up of this class 
creates a disturbing chemistry that is felt within 30 seconds of the starting bell. I usually place them in 
groups of four or five, then invariably watch in frozen amazement as they torment each other. I persist as 
I was trained to do, but find myself wondering whether groupwork is appropriate for this uncooperative 
class of 28 students, skewed with a disproportionate number of emotionally needy individuals. 
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That question loomed especially large one day when we were reviewing the exploration and colonial 
settlement of the United States. To show how hard it was for early settlements to survive in the New 
World, I chose a group activity called “Elementary Eagle.” In the context of this lesson, the Elementary 
Eagle is a boat that has just crossed the Atlantic Ocean — in approximately 1604 — and has landed along 
the coast near what is today the James River in Virginia. 

Before the students break into groups, we discuss some strategies our forefathers used to stay alive, such 
as trading with the Native Americans. At this point, a student to whom I refer as “Mr. Impossible” 
(because he does not belong in a regular classroom by any stretch of the most patient teacher’s 
imagination) starts to mimic Mr. Rogers on TV. “I’m going to be your har-r-monizer today, group,” he 
quips, following the remark with a phony, exaggerated grin. As is common with “Mr. Impossible,” he 
chooses an inopportune moment to interrupt — just when I have all of the students somewhat focused, the 
moment when I’m ready to switch tracks and say those magic words: “You are now in your groups!” 
Today, I say them anyway, quickly, before another student, whom I call “It’s-not-my-fault-Walt” can 
chime in, as he is prone to do. This year Walt receives no extra support from our school district because 
his test scores are too low for special education and too high for the mentally retarded classes. Walt is as 
low status as you can get. 

Once the groups are underway, I notice that Wait is on task — at least initially. Each member of the 
group reads a role either fisherman, farmer, carpenter, merchant, or soldier. As a group they are 
supposed to study the map provided and decide on the best place to settle and survive in the new land. 
But after reading his role, Walt loses interest and leaves his group to distract someone in another group. 

“Walt, there is no interaction between groups,” I say. “We’ve been over the group ground rules several 
times.” 

“But we were just talking about the work,” pleads It’s-not-my-fault-Walt. 

“What about the work, Walt?” I ask, even as I realize that he’s hooked me. 

“Can we leave early for lunch?’ is his response. 

“Only the facilitator in the group is allowed to ask the teacher questions, Walt,” I reply with yet another 
J1 my clinical answers. I then wonder if anyone in Walt’s group understands the task, and I ask Grace if 
she is the group facilitator today. Grace, who in many ways fits her name and is probably the most 
responsible student in the class, tries valiantly to re-center the group. But she doesn’t easily handle 
leadership roles. I suggest that other students in the group can help clarify the directions. At last they 
understand. Stan says: “You represent the view of the role you read, then we draw an X on the map on 
the spot where the group decides is the best place to settle. As a group we will present our reasons for 
our choice to the other groups and be prepared for them to challenge our reasoning.” 

In other classes this activity has usually turned out to be fun. Equally important, it stimulates higher 
level thinking skills. But not so in period three. As you may have predicted, we have to “batten down 
the hatches.” We nearly avoid a simulation of World War m, with name-calling as the first-strike 
weapon. The more explosive personalities don’t want to wait their turns. “Mr. Impossible” continues 
announcing with false grin, “I’m the ha-a-r-r-monizer.” And the disinterested girls gravitate together to 
thumb through Tiger Beat magazine. 
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After nearly an entire period of ineffective groupwork, I spend the closing minutes of class, as I have 
been coached, debriefing with period three about why things are or are not working well. In this case, 
since they are not working well, we talk about how we can get them to work better. Because their 
stomachs and minds begin to grumble for lunch, my students try to pacify me with what they think I want 
to hear, answers they’ve read and now repeat from signs that are up in my classroom most of the year. 

We discuss what you can do if the facilitator in your group doesn’t take charge, and we also role play 
positive body language to better understand its positive effects on the group members. When the role 
playing is met with a civil reaction, I see a glimmer of hope! 

I dismiss students for lunch by groups, with the students who have cooperated most effectively leaving 
first. Usually a good strategy, in this case it results in name-calling among members of those groups 
dismissed last. 

To sum it up, after 42 minutes with period three, I feel like a giant, emotion-filled ball being slammed 
from one side of the room to the other. There are just too many emotions flying around the room and 
rebounding off the walls. Whether it’s because they lack experience in small group interaction or they 
lack self-esteem, or some combination of the two, creating a cooperative atmosphere is not something the 
students of period three seem able to accomplish. 

At the end of the day I find myself wondering why I don’t switch to the more traditional teacher- 
controlled setting with which these students are more familiar. Perhaps groupwork is not meant for every 
class. “It’s okay to give up, Teri,” I tell myself. Yet deep down I tell myself, it’s not okay. I know I 
need to do something. 

It’s been several weeks since this episode and I notice some positive changes. I started with a 
compromise, opting io limit groupwork to one day a week. Then, I sought and received helpful advice 
from the other four teachers in our Interdisciplinary Team. But, the best move I made was to attend the 
after school football games. 

Seven members of my third period are on the team, and each seemed both surprised and pleased to see 
that I cared enough to come to the games. They appreciated the individual attention that groupwork does 
not seem to provide for them. I felt that it was important to see them in a context in which they are 
successful because so often they seem uncomfortable in our classroom setting. Back in class I praised 
them for their cooperation in sports and wove this experience into groupwork at effective moments. 

Since my visits to the football games, my discipline problems have been cut in half. In retrospect I 
realize that many of my students in period three need an entire rooting section just for themselves in 
order to relax and learn in a group. I have also noticed a change since we took our field trip to Superior 
Court to see a real trial, followed by lunch at the pizza parlor. Seeing each other in a different situation 
— not sitting in chairs at desks — gives teacher and students a different perspective and appreciation of 
one another. There is a little less tension now. 

I have also arranged for a “holding pen” for “Mr. Impossible,” another supervised room where I can send 
him before he becomes too exasperating. “Mr Impossible” is currently undergoing neurological testing. 
Meanwhile, “It’s-not-my-fault-Walt” is being interviewed to qualify for some kind of support from the 
district. 

Time also creates trust, which had been the missing ingredient. I am grateful too that I have been blessed 
with an easygoing nature, and most of all, that I have managed to maintain a positive attitude. You have 
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to! There is no choice. My goal is for these students to feel we are all on the same team and to 
understand that developing good group skills is more valuable than knowing which branch of government 
is granted the “elastic clause” or being able to regurgitate the contents of the Wilmot Proviso. I want 
them to understand that getting along is more valued than resistance. 

“Time and trust,” I whisper to myself every day at noon as I see them off. Then I sit down and eat my 
lunch, refueling for the “angels” in my afternoon classes. 



n 
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Do You Let Kids Fail? 



During seven years of teaching chemistry, I have been surprised and disappointed at the extent to which 
students depend on me to confirm their ideas and to acknowledge that they are somehow correct or right. 
They are locked into learning the right answer, are often unable to adequately debate an opinion in 
contrast to their own, and seem totally unaware of the importance of the problem solving process. Most 
students define learning as knowing a collection of right answers. This differs significantly from my own 
high school experience. 

I teach chemistry at a public high school that has some of the richest and poorest students in the San 
Francisco Bay Area. Approximately 50 ethnic groups are represented by our students, and my chemistry 
classes are an excellent reflection of the school’s ethnic and academic diversity. 

I went to a high school with a completely self-paced, self-motivated, independent learning program. I 
was allowed complete freedom in planning and implementing my secondary education. I was able to 
plan my class schedule on a daily basis, to create a list of requirements to demonstrate that I had learned 
the material, and to design performance-based criteria for evaluating my proficiency in a specific area. 

No doubt influenced by this experience, my philosophy is that students need to take an active role in their 
education, to be responsible for their learning. They should learn as much from the process of 
identifying problems, hypothesizing solutions, analyzing the consequences of probable answers, and 
deciding upon a plan of action as they learn from the final solution. 

I have often wondered whether students are limited to their narrow definition of learning because they 
have never been given an opportunity to experience the process of truly learning something for 
themselves. This year I decided to see if my students were able to function with more freedom. Using a 
cooperative learning teaching strategy called Complex Instruction, 1 I decided to provide my students 
with an opportunity to experience for themselves the discovery of learning — and of teaching. 

The Complex Instruction model focuses on student-centered activities and emphasizes the dynamics of 
working cooperatively to solve problems. To ensure participation by all members of the group, each 
student performs a specific role. Students are responsible, not just for their own growth, but for the 
learning of the group. 



1 Complex Instruction, developed at Stanford University, is a groupwork model that emphasizes the development of higher-order 
thinking skills in heterogeneous classrooms. It addresses issues of status that arise in small groups. 
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In chemistry class I organized student groups who were to investigate the effects of concentration, 
temperature, and pressure on the behavior of gases. As background, they selected and read one to three 
pages from a large unit called the Behavior of Gases. 

To ensure the completeness of the teaching assignment, within each group, each student performed a dual 
role. The roles were: Facilitator and Presentation Specialist; Reporter and Homework Specialist; 
Encourager and Evaluation Specialist; and Materials and Equipment Specialist. The students in each 
group learned the material, organized the information, planned a creative lesson, presented that lesson, 
designed a homework assignment, and then evaluated their peers’ understanding of the material. In 
essence, they were the teachers for the unit. 

My role was facilitator, or coach, for the groups. I recommended additional research material, suggested 
sources for supplies and listened to each group’s plan of action. When group members asked me to 
validate their ideas, I responded by asking questions for them to reflect upon. 

The groups were evaluated by me and four randomly selected classmates, using criteria designed by the 
class as a whole (see Peer Evaluation Form). After some discussion, the class agreed that the 25-minute 
presentations would be evaluated according to how well they followed the ground rules: 1) no more than 
five minutes of direct instruction (lecture); 2) the presentation required the use of a demo, lab, skit or 
game to provide interactive learning; 3) visual props or musical highlights were required; and 4) all 
members of the group would participate in the teaching process. The entire class would ultimately need 
to understand the information presented, and students were relying on each other as instructors. 

Students used two 50-minute class periods to prepare their lesson plans. During that time, they met with 
me for approximately 15 minutes to discuss their presentation outline. 

Reactions to this assignment were as diverse as the student body. Some groups were very confident 
about their newly acquired knowledge and anxious to teach the class. Others were in a panic and had 
already decided that their presentation would be a complete failure. 

One group simply said, ‘Tell us what you want the class to learn and we will give it our best shot.” 
Appalled at their attitude, I explained, “ You are the teachers. You get to decide what the class should 
learn and how to present the information to your peers.” “But how do you begin something like this?” 
asked Sarah, the Facilitator. Determined not to buy into their helplessness, I decided to answer 
every question with another question, unless safety was at stake. In this instance I asked Sarah, “What 
piece or pieces of information are the most important in your section?” The group members responded 
with facial expressions that would have intimidated a novice teacher. Ignoring the body language, I 
continued: “If you were limited to writing one sentence about this section of the text, what would it be? 

I suggest you write the sentence after you have discussed it, and I’ll be back in a few minutes to see how 
you’re doing.” I could hear sounds of discontentment, but I was determined that this group was going to 
stand on its own feet. I was n<?t going to come to the rescue. 

When I returned to the group, it was evident that at least two members had a good feeling for the main 
points of the section. I overheard them telling the rest of the group that it would be important to discuss 
the definition of pressure and to show how pressure is measured. But, though the students appeared to 
grasp the subject matter, the group wasn’t making progress toward completing the task. 
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I began to analyze the dynamics of this particular foursome. I had selected heterogeneous groups in 
terms of sex, age, academic performance, social status and ethnicity. In assigning them, I had also 
considered students’ various learning styles. So why was this group not working? 

Sarah raised her hand, indicating that my presence was needed at her group. As I approached, I reminded 
myself, “Answer every question with a question.” But before she could ask her question, Roger blurted 
out, “You can’t expect us to understand this stuff. That’s why they hired you to be the teacher.” 

I knew I needed to address Roger’s frustration and try to get the group back on task. With the whole 
class waiting to see how I would respond, I quietly said, “Roger, I appreciate the fact that you are 
frustrated and I know you want to be successful on this assignment. I am very concerned that your group 
has been unable to complete this task. Can you identify what the problem seems to be?” 

No one responded. There was complete silence. I had anticipated that everyone would blame everyone 
else and was amazed by the silence. “Please explore the question and I’ll be back in a few minutes,” I 
told them as I walked away. But a few minutes later the bell rang and they all left without a word. 

The group was to make its presentation the next day, and as far as I could tell, they had no plan. What 
would happen the next day? This group was convinced that I was responsible for their learning and that I 
would rescue them, that I wouldn’t allow them to fail. 

So I was faced with the dilemma of my professional life: should I let them fail? Teaching is my chosen 
profession; I am an excellent teacher and I believe my function as a teacher is to help students become 
independent, critically thinking, lifelong learners. Yet these students didn’t appear interested in 
learning; they simply wanted to be spoonfed. Give them a list of facts or pieces of information and they 
would retain it long enough to regurgitate it back to me. How could I convince them that the process of 
learning and being responsible for one’s own learning is more important than some irrelevant collection 
of facts? 

I was up most of the night wondering what I would do when this group failed in front of the class. I 
wanted to believe that these students had planned to get together on their own time and that they would 
pull it off the next day. But I wasn’t convinced. 

The next day, the first group introduced the effects of temperature on a gas and performed a 
demonstration to prove that when gas molecules are heated they speed up, increase the frequency of 
collisions and create an increase in pressure. As they attached a balloon over the top of a Pyrex flask that 
was being heated on a hot plate, the whole class held its breath waiting to see if the demo would work. 

At last, the temperature change was sufficient to increase the pressure in the flask and the balloon 
inflated. Then the group separated the class into teams and played a “what if’ game. They concluded 
their presentation by answering questions and passing out a homework assignment. The whole class 
clapped as group members took their seats. 

After thanking the first group, I asked the class to prepare for the next presentation, which was to be that 
of my most reluctant group. 

Sarah and Roger slowly walked to the front of the class while the other group members refused to even 
acknowledge that they were in the group. When I asked them to go to the front of the class they said, 
“We’re not in a group!” Reluctantly, they walked to the front of the class. Sarah started by stating, “Our 
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group was unable to complete the task. We couldn’t agree on what was important. Our group didn’t 
work together very well.” The students sat with their mouths open as Roger said, “I guess Mrs. Stevens 
will have to teach this if anybody is going to learn anything about the effect of pressure on gas 
molecules.” All of the students quietly sat in their seats and waited for me to take over and teach the 
class this group’s topic. 

It suddenly occurred to me that from the very beginning, this foursome had never intended to give the 
presentation. I couldn’t believe how clever they had been. They just went through the motions of 
wanting to be successful so I would rescue them when they used the “non-functioning group” as their 
excuse. They were very skilled at manipulating other people to take responsibility for their learning. I 
wondered what lessons were really being learned in our present school system. 

As these thoughts went speeding through my mind, the whole class waited for my response. What was I 
going to do now? I stood in front of the class and said, “It is very disappointing that the group was 
unable to teach their lesson today. After we wrap up all the other presentations, I would like the class to 
discuss what can be done when a group is unable to work together. It will be necessary for everyone to 
learn the material that would have been covered by this group.” Then I asked for the next presentation. 

I couldn’t believe I hadn’t stepped in to teach the lesson. As the next group got started, I kept thinking 
that for the first time in my career I had actually let a group fail. Had they counted on the fact that I 
always rescued them? Was I doing the right thing? Was I being unfair to the rest of the class? 

I m still not sure of the answers to those questions. For the last four months, I have been observing how 
these four individuals react when working in different groups to complete cooperative learning activities. 
In all instances, the groups in which they are involved perform at a lower level and have difficulties in 
working cooperatively. By contrast, when lessons are taught in a traditional method, such as lecture or 
class discussions, these same four students are completely motivated and involved. Why do these 
students reject the opportunity to assume responsibility for their learning? What will it take to reach 
them? 
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PEER EVALUATION FORM 
Chemistry — Gas Law Presentations 



TITLE OF PRESENTATION: 
NAMES OF GROUP MEMBERS: 



CONTENT NOTES: 



QUESTIONS OR COMMENTS: 



EVALUATION: Each category should be evaluated on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 is poor and 5 is 
excellent. Please feel free to write in any additional comments. 

1. Apparent knowledge of the topic 

2. Appropriate use of a demo, lab, skit, or game 

3. Use of visual props or musical highlights 

4. Ability of the group to answer questions 

5. Participation of the entire group 

TOTAL 



Evaluator’s Signature 



Date 
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Exploring Alternative Assessment 



It’s hard to believe a ten-letter word can cause such anguish to educators in general and account for 
numerous hours of torment for me. EVALUATION of groupwork activities raises some real tough 
questions with many unresolved answers. 

I teach chemistry at a public high school that has some of the richest and poorest students in the San 
Francisco Bay Area. Approximately 50 ethnic groups are represented by our students, and my chemistry 
classes are an excellent reflection of the school’s ethnic and academic diversity. 

During my seven years as a teacher, I have tried a number of teaching techniques. In the last two years, I 
added Complex Instruction 1 as a major tool in my teaching repertoire. During the first month of school, I 
taught a unit on the concept of density — typically a difficult idea for students to understand. I created 
the four-day unit, called the Ups and Downs of Things, using the curriculum design principles of 
Complex Instruction. My goal was to provide an opportunity for students to discover that all substances 
have a specific density and that density is the ratio of mass to volume for any substance. On the first day, 
each group performed a different activity that concentrated on the central question, “What is density?” 
Only I knew the question, however. I had intentionally avoided using the word density when I introduced 
the activities. I wanted my students to perform various activities and then hypothesize the central 
question or idea. 

One group had a large bucket and 20 different items. The members hypothesized and stated their 
rationale for which objects would float and which would sink. Then the group designed and conducted 
an experiment to test its hypothesis. Finally, the students created a table to illustrate their results. 

The second group experimented with four unknown solutions that contained different food coloring. 
Using a potato and a drinking straw, the members determined how the four liquids could be separated 
into distinctly different layers. The group tested the liquids a»y.* completed a visual display for the class. 

A third group read a story about two women hiking in the woods. The women stumble upon a small 
stream and decide to leave their Coke and Diet Coke cans in the water to keep them cool. When they 
return, one of the cans is missing. The group had to hypothesize which can was missing and then 
justify the hypothesis. I provided a large bucket of water and cans of Coke and Diet Coke to assist 
the group in its exploration. Finally, the group wrote a letter to the two women explaining what had 
happened. 



1 Complex Instruction, developed at Stanford University, is a groupwork model that emphasizes the development of higher-order 
thinking skills in heterogeneous classrooms. It addresses issues of status that arise in small groups. 
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Another group measured the mass and volume of a number of metal samples. The students used a scale 
to weigh the samples and used a water displacement method to calculate the volume. After collecting the 
data, the members plotted the information on a graph and analyzed the relationship between mass and 
volume. 

At the end of the period, each student completed an individual report (see individual reports of Activities 
#1-4) responding to a few questions about his or her specific task. The questions were designed to 
determine if the student understood the activity and could apply the information to a real life situation. 

The second day, we held a “scientific convention” where each group presented its results. The class 
asked questions about the proposed hypothesis, the experiments, the results presented and the 
assumptions made by the investigators. I was exhilarated. My students were actually doing science. The 
class generated a number of questions for each of the groups and discussed how the group might explore 
the questions. The variety of questions impressed me. One student asked, for instance, “Why did the 
Diet Coke have a different mass than the regular Coke? The label indicates that they have the same 
volume and the cans appear to be the same.” The answers were equally impressive. “Maybe the Diet 
Coke has more gas in it than the regular Coke!” responded one student. “I always burp more when I 
drink Diet Coke.” A third student volunteered her opinion, “I think sugar has a larger mass than 
Nutrasweet. I want the next group to compare the mass of sugar and Nutrasweet when they do the 
activity. I hope my group gets to do this tomorrow!” 

Were these the same students who a few days before had refused to use the term “mass”? What was 
happening to them? They really wanted to figure out the difference between the Coke and Diet Coke. I 
would never have imagined that this question would be so engaging for them. 

On the third day, the groups rotated and performed one of the other activities with the modified questions 
that had been generated by the class. The fourth day we continued the “scientific convention” to present 
the conclusions to the newly generated questions. 

The activities had been a complete success, and the students were feeling good about how things were 
going. A few students shared their thoughts in their journal entries. “We should do all of our labs like 
this,” and “These activities really helped me understand what’s going on in the class.” I was thrilled at 
the responses but I was concerned about the amount of time we had spent on the topic of density. 

Whereas I would normally spend only one 50-minute period on the topic, I had already spent four class 
periods. The time commitments for using groupwork had definitely put a strain on my yearly time table, 
but I was really thrilled that the students were thinking and solving problems in a more meaningful way. 
Concerned about the curriculum still to be covered, I decided to give a short quiz on density and then 
continue with the rest of the chapter. 

The quiz was traditional in format (see Mini Quiz 1). It required students to calculate the density of a 
substance given its mass and volume by rearranging an equation and solving for the unknown variable. It 
also required them- to interprets data table. It was the same quiz I had always given for density. 

I was astonished when I graded the quizzes. These students had not done any better on the test than had 
students from previous years. I was crushed. I really thought that the students had grasped the concept 
of density and would be able to apply it. I decided to discuss my disappointment with the students and 
solicit their input. 
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The next day I asked, “What did you find difficult about the quiz on density?” The class was unusually 
quiet. Finally, Marta raised her hand and said, “Our group had a great time doing the activities, and 1 
believe that we had a good understanding of the idea. But the test didn’t give us an opportunity to show 
what we had learned.” Everyone was quick to agree with Marta’s perspective. 

I was still digesting Marta’s comments when Carlos raised his hand. This student had never asked a 
question or raised his hand, so I called upon him immediately. In a very soft voice, Carlos explained: 
“The quiz was all math. I’m no good in math. I didn’t think any of the questions were about the 
activities we did in class.” I thanked the students for their honest responses and asked them to write test 
questions that they thought would have been more closely related to the activities. 

I sat down at my desk, still amazed that the students had not made the connection between the activities 
and the key ideas of the units. They had participated in the activities and were very attentive when the 
important issues had come out in the “scientific convention.” Two of the groups had actually 
demonstrated how to derive density from mass and volume data. Yet, despite their engagement and 
attentiveness, they were missing the key concepts. Was there something I should have done to help make 
the connections more explicit? 

At the end of the period, the students turned in their proposed quizzes, which were quite surprising. All 
of the suggested questions were completely open-ended, and they represented a number of alternatives to 
evaluate student knowledge. One student suggested a creative story to explain the concept of density. 
Another would require that a song be written and sung to convey the information about density. A third 
idea was to take a real life problem and solve it using the concept of density. 

In general, the students selected non-traditional, open-ended methods for evaluation. I had never really 
thought about traditional versus alternative evaluation before. I had tried to anticipate potential problems 
when the students actually performed the activities, but had not given much thought to how to evaluate. I 
had planned to use the individual reports, the group presentation grades, and the quiz grade to assess the 
effectiveness of the lessons. 

Instead, I now decided to < '< velop a new quiz that incorporated the students’ suggested questions (see 
Mini Quiz 2). The students were asked to select one of the three possible questions, to complete some 
calculations and to demonstrate their knowledge of density. Although the second set of quizzes was 
much more time consuming to grade, the results were remarkably better than the first. The grades were 
higher and the tests indicated that the students were able to calculate density and had a concrete 
understanding of a relatively abstract concept. 

Why did the students do better on the second test? I speculated that the scores were higher because the 
students were able to express their understanding of the concept in the method most comfortable to them. 
To test my hypothesis, I asked the students to share their thoughts about the quiz in their daily journal 
entry. Megan wrote, “I really felt like you wanted to know my ideas instead of asking me to repeat what 
was taught.” Juan-commented, “It was really cool to be able to use what I’m good at (writing) to do a 
science test." Greg felt that “the quiz was okay but I prefer the first quiz ‘cause it was easier for me.” 

Why were the students able to perform the math calculations on the second test? I never went over the 
first test or showed them how to do the density calculations. Was it because they had seen them on the 
first test and they felt more comfortable the second time around? Had they used their textbook as a 
reference to learn how to set up the problems? W»s it a combination of things? I decided to include the 
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second quiz grade with the other grades. I realized that I needed to carefully plan how I would evaluate 
groupwork lessons in the future. 

A few days later, I was explaining what had happened to another teacher, who expressed shock that I had 
allowed the students to take an alternative test. I said, “I know it takes a lot more time and creativity, but 
I think that the students really appreciated being a part of the decision making process and having a say in 
how they would be evaluated. I have really seen a change in their attitude about the class. They seem 
more confident and they appear to be making a greater effort in the course work.” The other teacher 
looked at me and said, “You are doing a real disservice to your students. They need to be able to take 
standardized tests. If they want to go to college they have to be able to function in a traditional mode. 

No one is going to let them create a story or write a song. Think about their future!” Before I even had a 
chance to respond, the other teacher walked out. 

I wanted to scream but there was no one to hear me. My first reaction was to discredit my colleague. 

Who was this teacher anyway? She didn’t use groupwork as a part of her teaching, so how would she 
know about alternative evaluation? 

But after I calmed down, her words began to penetrate. Although we had totally different philosophies 
about teaching and learning, I couldn’t help but think about our conversation. Was I doing the students a 
disservice? Would alternative evaluation methods somehow hamper my students’ ability to be successful 
on standardized exams? Is it important to match evaluation methods with teaching strategies? 
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THE UPS AND DOWNS OF THINGS !! 

Key Idea: In what ways do ups & downs of things affect our lives? 
Activity #1 What sinks and why? 

Individual Report #1 



Life jackets are an integral part of boating in the U.S. Even when you rent a paddle boat, you are 
required to use a life jacket, and when a boat or ship capsizes or a plane goes down at sea, the life jackets 
are literally life preservers. 

1 . If you were manufacturing life jackets to be used in an area where the possibility of puncturing an 
airfilled life jacket is too high, what kind of material would you use, and why would you choose 
that material over anything else? 



2. Why are air or gas filled life jackets the ones most commonly found on aircraft but not so common 
for activities like pleasure boating or water skiing? 
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THE UPS AND DOWNS OF THINGS !! 

Key Idea: In what ways do ups & downs of things affect our lives? 
Activity #2 Creating a Rainbow? 

Individual Report #1 



Predict what you think will happen to the layers if the straw is turned upside down (with a finger 
covering the open end of the straw). 

Have a group member invert the straw. What was the result? Why do you think this happened? 
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THE UPS AND DOWNS OF THINGS !! 

Key Idea: In what ways do ups & downs of things affect our lives? 
Activity #3 Don’t judge a Coke can by its label! 
Individual Report #1 



Wilma and Margo are still puzzled as to what happened to that can of Coke. Write a letter to them 
explaining what happened and give them some practical advice when they go backpacking again. 
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THE UPS AND DOWNS OF THINGS !! 

Key Idea: In what ways do ups & downs of things affect our lives? 
Activity #4 Is it or is it not, pure gold? 

Individual Report #1 



Sometimes industry has the need for a material which is a result of 2 or more elements blended to make 
an alloy. 

What do you hypothesize will be the density of an alloy? Will it be closer to the higher density, the 
lower density, between, or greater than the higher, or lower than the lowest density? 

Test your hypothesis. 
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Chemistry Name 

Density Mini Quiz 1 Date Period 



Complete the table using the density equation that was discussed during our scientific convention. You 
are given two of the variables and asked to solve for the third variable. Please show all of your work in 
the space provided and include units with your final answers. 



Substance 



Mass (g) Volume (ml) Density (g/ml) 



1. NaCl 74.3 27 

SHOW WORK: 



2. HC1 96 .36 

SHOW WORK: 



3. MgBr2 72.8 .64 

SHOW WORK: 



4. What is the volume, in cubic centimeters, of a sample of cough syrup if it has a mass of 
50.0 grams and a density of 0.950 g/cm3? 



5. What is the density of a shiny bar of metal weighing 57.3 grams and having a volume of 
4.7 cm3? 
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Chemistry 
Density Mini Quiz 2 



Name 
Date _ 



Period 



Part 1 : Use the attached pieces of binder paper to answer this section of the quiz. Select one of the 
following three alternatives: 



Write a creative story to explain the concept of density. Imagine you are writing a story for a 
middle school student. 



Compose a song that will convey the meaning of density and will explain how density is used 
in life. 



Select a real life problem and use your knowledge of density to solve the problem. Explain 
how you would solve the problem. 



Part 2. Please complete all of the problems below. Be sure to show all of your work and include units 
throughout the problem. 

1 . How large a container do you need to store 40 grams of a liquid that has a density of 2 0 grams per 
liter? 

2. A copper penny has a mass of 3. 1 grams and a volume of 0.35 cm3. What is the density of copper? 

3. A cube is 2 cm on each side. The density of the cube is 10.0 g/cm3. What is its mass? 
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Struggles with the Dynamics of Grouping 



Sam and his family immigrated to the United States from Hong Kong when he was five. His first grade 
teacher’s recollections of Sam’s year in her class painted a grim picture of the difficulties he faced: he 
spoke limited English, his scores on the district language assessment measures indicated that his 
comprehension of spoken English was restricted, he was a non-reader, he straggled with most classroom 
activities, he cried often, and he suffered almost daily playground injuries. 

I met Sam last year when he was seven and a member of my 2nd grade class. Knowing the difficulty 
he’d experienced in 1st grade, I was eager to give him an opportunity to succeed. I was hopeful that my 
class, with its focus on groupwork, would work its “cooperative magic” and that his team would give him 
the support he needed to be successful. 

As I think back on Sam’s experience working with several different groups in my classroom, I realize 
that his story epitomizes what I consider one of the most provocative questions about groupwork — how- 
to organize teams. It’s often taken for granted that teachers intuitively know how to group children. Yet 
in reality, many of us straggle with the complex dynamics of grouping. When Sam entered my 
classroom, I assumed that groupwork would be a valuable tool for both helping him learn English and 
becoming successful in his academic and social endeavors. As the year progressed, however, I found that 
some of my expectations were realistic, while others could be called into question. 

After being a teacher/advocate of hearing impaired children for 14 years, I decided to return to the 
regular classroom last year and accepted a second grade position. As I contemplated my new position, I 
became preoccupied with the concept of grouping. I had learned to appreciate the value of groupwork 
while working with the 14 students in my special education classroom. It had enabled me to work with 
individual students while others were productively occupied. It also facilitated language acquisition by 
encouraging frequent and active dialogue among group members. In traditional classrooms, it appears 
that active communication occurs infrequently and only between the teacher and one student at a time. 

By contrast, groupwork allows students to have sustained dialogues with one another throughout the 
course of a group project. 

I was also influenced by colleagues who were participating in the Brown/Campione “Fostering a 
Community of Learners” project. 1 They reported that working together to complete a group task seemed 
to engender cooperation among group members and allowed each one to contribute and be appreciated 



1 The "Fostering a Community of Learners” project is an instructional program designed to promote both deep disciplinary 
understanding and the critical forms of higher literacy — reading, writing and argumentation. It is rooted in small group 
structures such as research groups, jigsaw, and exhibitions. 
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for his or her particular skills and strengths. As I returned to the regular classroom, I was eager for my 
students and me to participate in the Brown/Campione project as well. 

When the year began, I had high expectations for groupwork — it would be an effective management 
tool, promote student self-esteem, and encourage collaboration. Most of all, I saw it as a vital tool to 
facilitate dialogue among peers, which in turn would help all students — especially second language 
learners like Sam — increase their verbal, written, expressive and receptive language skills. With that in 
mind, my task was to effectively group 29 second graders. My second grade class consisted of 12 girls 
and 17 boys: 74 percent African-American, 13 percent Caucasian, and 13 percent of Asian descent. 
While a few of the children were from middle-class families, most were from low-income or welfare 
families. 

The big question was how to group them. I wanted groups that were heterogeneous, non-threatening, 
non-competitive, equitable, stimulating, motivating, and most of all, cooperative. I needed to take into 
special account the children who were described as “at risk” — children who were either learning English 
as a second language or identified as non-readen. 

I realized that just creating groups didn’t guarantee cooperative behavior, so we began talking about what 
it meant to work together and ways to talk to one another to ensure equal participation, asking each other, 
“What are you good at? What do you like to do?” We also discussed ways of choosing a group leader 
and how the leader would rotate to ensure that each would have a turn. We discussed the process of 
working together every day, soliciting suggestions and new ideas. I hoped that the process would be 
ongoing throughout the year. 

I decided the students would work in groups of four (with the last group having five). The original 
groups would remain intact for four weeks, after which we would form new ones every four to six weeks. 
In this fashion, by the end of the year, each child would have worked with every other child in the class 
at least once, thus discovering that everyone has something unique to contribute. 

To prepare for my task, I did some research about various theories of grouping, talked with other teachers 
who used groupwork and interviewed the first grade teacher about those of my students she had taught. I 
decided to let the children choose their own partners for the first round of grouping. By observing the 
academic and social interactions within each initial group, I intended to acquaint myself with the specific 
needs of the children, thereby becoming prepared to fashion subsequent groups myself. 

As I watched the first groups form, I noticed diat Sam chose to be in a group with three other Asian boys. 
Normally I would not have allowed a group that was so homogeneous, but I felt that because the other 
boys spoke Sam’s language and were more advanced than he in English, they could assist him in 
acquiring English proficiency. I hoped Sam would receive the initial help and support from his team that 
he so desperately needed. I was anxious for Sam to be recognized for any strengths that he may exhibit 
and to feel successful about himself. Though I had the skills as a special educator to help Sam, I realized 
that I was relying heavily on his group. 

But it was soon apparent that the group had no “magic.” Instead of being mutually supportive, the boys 
belittled one another. The common refrain was, “You don’t know how to do anything.” Instead of 
building on each other’s strengths, there was only the tearing down of one another’s self image. Instead 
of cooperation, there was alienation. 



O 

ERIC 



PLEASE DO NOT PHOTOCOPY OR USE WITHOUT PERMISSION 
Groupwork in Dirent CUui rooms: A Casebook for Educators 
Edited by Judith Shulman. Rachel Lotan A Jennifer Whitcomb 

Far West Laboratory (FINAL, 11/95 ) [ j Q 



JO 



Srrueeles with [hi Dynamics of Groumm 



These problems became apparent during their first cooperative task, which was to create a new invention. 
I told the class that each group could create any invention as long as it was useful. They had to write a 
description of what it looked like and how it would be used and draw a picture of it. The first step was 
for each group to decide what to invent. As Sam’s group discussed the possibilities, Sam suggested that 
it would be interesting to have an umbrella that opened on command. Initially the other members seemed 
interested in the idea, but later they changed the command umbrella to a flying umbrella. Sam’s 
suggestion fell by the wayside and he was left having little or no involvement in the group’s decision. 

After observing this, I wondered if I should intervene. Since one of the purposes of team work is to 
empower children to resolve their conflicts and make their own decisions, I hesitated. But I noticed that 
Sam was distressed and apparently unable to communicate his feelings, so I asked, “Did everyone have 
an opportunity to share their ideas?” They all nodded, but didn’t say anything. Then I asked, “Is 
everyone satisfied with what your invention is going to do and what it’s going to look like?” They 
nodded, but didn’t say anything. I didn’t pursue the situation; I was concerned that I would violate their 
trust and process. 

Later, when I asked Sam about it, he said, “They changed everything I said... At first they say, ‘yea, yea,’ 
then they change and say, ‘no, no.’ They no like me.” 

After this conversation, I decided I needed to pay extra attention to the group’s interaction. I began 
noticing that most often when Sam tried to explain something, the others would have a difficult time 
understanding him. Over and over again Sam would repeat, “No, no, I mean...,” but the others invariably 
would lose patience and simply leave him out of the conversation. It appeared that Sam’s inability to be 
understood lowered his status in the group. Over time, a “pecking order” emerged and Sam was at the 
bottom. 

I suspected that he would not express his frustration or feeling of inferiority for fear of retaliation from 
members in his group. Initially, I tried to change the pecking order by making a conscious effort to praise 
each of them in the same way so as to bring equitable attention to all of them, while simultaneously 
hoping to call attention to Sam’s contribution. But no amount of positive reinforcement seemed to make 
a difference. It was apparent that I needed to find a common bond other than their ethnicity to help the 
boys redirect their competitiveness. 

I didn’t have to look too far. Evidence of their artistic talents was readily apparent within a few weeks as 
they undertook projects such as research, story writing and illustrating, map making and cooperative 
problem solving. As I observed them I soon learned that each had a knack for a particular skill and they 
would “trade them.” One boy had an eye for color, another was skillful with proportion, the third was 
good with details, and Sam was able to lay out the whole picture. The boys worked well together, 
“trading” their skills on projects that called for such talents. In this context, Sam’s art work became his 
method of communication, the “pecking order” disappeared and Sam smiled often and laughed a lot. 

The question became how to help the boys expand this “once in awhile” cooperative mode into a more 
consistent behavior. Once again, I consulted my colleagues, only to be told to disband the group and start 
over again. But I didn’t want the group to think that they had failed. Nor did I want them to think that if 
something wasn’t going well someone would automatically rescue them. I wrestled with my mixed 
feelings for a short time and decided to give the boys a choice: they could continue together for the 
remaining time or they could separate and work individually. 
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They chose to stay together. Three of the boys seemed to thrive on their relationship within the group, 
but Sam continued to be an odd man out who just kept trying every way that he could to fit in with the 
group. 

After four weeks, it was time to change groups. Because I suspected that the students would continue to 
group themselves by the same gender, I told the class that the new teams would consist of both boys and 
girls. I asked them to write on a card the names of two boys and two girls they wanted to work with. I 
said I would create the groups with these preferences in mind, promising that they would be in a group 
with at least one of their choices. Sam chose to be in a group with two very outspoken girls and a boy 
who was preoccupied with being entertaining. None of these children spoke Cantonese. 

Unlike the other groups, this foursome quickly managed to divide itself into two pairs — the two girls in 
one pair and the two boys in the other. The two subgroups cooperated by subcontracting with each other 
just like a builder; they assigned roles to each other. Sam did all the group’s art work, the second boy 
was in charge of cleanup, and the girls handled all the academic work. Everyone seemed comfortable 
with the assigned roles. There was plenty of constructive dialogue, conflict was minimal, and projects 
were completed cooperatively, though not collaboratively. 

This group proved especially supportive of Sam. In his previous team, Sam’s fellow students made little 
effort to either understand what he tried to say or elicit his contributions. By contrast, this group was 
more willing to listen as Sam laboriously tried to explain his thinking. I attributed this in part to their 
personalities, and in part to the fact that as a class we’d just spent four weeks practicing our listening 
skills. Also, as the tasks became increasingly complex, groups stood more to gain from engaging the 
skills and talents of all members. 

One day when the children were working on a complicated math story about Saint Ives, Sam tried to 
explain his very intricate drawing and solution. As he carefully discussed each detail, the other members 
would stop him to seek clarification, at which point he would say, “No, no, I mean...” As he began his 
explanation again, the others would just look and wait patiently for him to continue. And with each 
opportunity to talk, Sam gained confidence in his ability to communicate. 

When we regrouped again, I noticed that although Sam’s receptive skills 2 remained limited, his 
expressive verbal skills had increased noticeably. He was talking more intelligibly and using appropriate 
vocabulary. His classmates reported that he was starting to talk a lot on the playground during recess. It 
was happening. Sam was beginning to express himself in English. 

Throughout the year, Sam continued to make great progress in his verbal expressive skills. But his 
reading and writing skills unfortunately remained extremely limited. Some of my colleagues felt that 
cooperative grouping allowed Sam to become overly dependent on the members of his group. They felt 
that because each member contributes to a group project according to his or her skills, Sam wasn’t 
forced to develop the reading and writing skills he would have needed had he been working 
independently. But I felt that Sam clearly benefited from the opportunities to interact with appropriate 
linguistic role models. I also felt strongly that, as Sam continued to increase his verbal skills, his reading 
and writing would follow accordingly. 



1 Receptive skills, i.e., auditory, written, and visual comprehension. 
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By the end of the year, however, Sam’s behavior changed in a way I had not anticipated. His language 
skills increased to such an extent that he tried to assume leadership in his group, and for a while, his non- 
stop talking enabled him to exude confidence. Then things changed again. He began to order people 
around, and it appeared as if he lost all interest in working cooperatively. Two members responded by 
ignoring him and the third argued with him. My own attempts to intervene — to serve as a mediator and 
thereby model a possible solution — met with resentment from the whole group. 

Now, as I look back on last year, I realize that there is no “cooperative magic,” rather, creating groups 
that are cooperative and collaborative is a complex, multifaceted endeavor. Sam’s involvement in group 
activities certainly had its ups and downs. On the one hand, I am pleased with Sam’s growth. When he 
began the year, he was in a group where he felt rejected and insecure, and that his contributions had little 
value. In the second group, he found teammates who recognized his skills and were willing to listen and 
attend to his needs. Sam’s confidence grew, and, with it, his ability to communicate soared. His progress 
improved his status in subsequent groups. But by the end of the year, Sam became domineering and 
overbearing and tried to usurp control. 

I wonder if the group process created a monster or if Sam’s attempt to wield power might have been a 
natural step in the process of learning how to cooperate within a group setting. How much might his 
desire to dominate his classmates be related to his new and improved communication skills? Had he 
been so intent on acquiring language that he hadn’t tuned into the other important factors that I consider 
crucial — equity and collaboration in groupwork? 

I also wonder what the teacher’s role is when one member of a group tries to gain control. Is it possible 
that what I interpret to be uncooperative behavior isn’t necessarily interpreted the same way by other 
group members? Could this account for why Sam’s last group appeared to resent my attempt to intervene 
in their group process? 




PLEASE DO NOT PHOTOCOPY OR USE WITHOUT PERMISSION 
Groupwork in Divert e Classrooms: A Casebook for Educators 
Edited by Judith Shulman, Rachel Lotan A. Jennifer Whitcomb 
Far West Laboratory ( FINAL, 11/95) 



33 



Punles of a Well -Crafted Group 



Case7~l 



Puzzles of a Well-Crafted Group 



Some groups work and some don’t; why I even bother to “craft” the perfect group still mystifies me. 

This case is about the year’s first big group assignment and more p?.ticularly, about a group I assembled 
around Daryl, one of the most interesting students I’ve ever taught. When I crafted the groups, I worked 
hard to get it just right so each group was well qualified to cooperate, write, and generate a creative 
response to a difficult assignment. As each group completed the five-day culminating poetry assignment, 

I wanted increased learning, cooperation, tolerance, diverse skills, and attitudes. What • saw in Daryl’s 
group still puzzles me. 

I am a sixth-year English teacher frustrated by my department’s tracking of students. Currently I teach at 
least one section of each track: general, college preparatory, and honors. This story takes place in my 
sophomore honors English class where most of the students are “good” at school, come from “good” 
homes, and have parents who graduated from college. What happens when you get a kid who doesn’t 
come from a “good” home, whose parents haven’t graduated from college? 

Daryl transferred to our school from the “weak” working class high school in the district. He arrived on 
the third day of school with a recommendation and an “A” from his freshman college prep teacher; he 
also came speaking slang, writing run-ons, and willing to be brutally honest in his oral and written work. 

Even though Daryl hadn’t prepared for this class by reading the four required summer reading books, I 
took him in. In his written application for the class, he indicated a willingness to do whatever work was 
necessary. He also said he liked reading and needed work on his writing. I wondered if he would feel 
alienated among a group of students who come from middle- and upper middle-class families. 

In many ways, Daryl stuck out. He woie a cap as he slyly munched on sandwiches and sipped Cokes in 
the back of the class where I’ve never allowed eating for fear of rodents. He said, “pissed off,” when 
asked how a particular character acted. His classmates didn’t know how to react. Should they look at 
me? Daryl? Or share a snickering glance with a friend? They don’t speak slang in class. Daryl also 
managed to read within the first week two books from the required summer reading list, 1984 and Cry the 
Beloved Country. 

One of his first essays stunned me. Daryl argued that Pertruchio from Taming of the Shrew was right 
about his outlook on women. He compared his labor-intensive summer work to his sister’s. “I feel 
white collars are wienne [sic] jobs and wives can bitch all they want (or husbands). Second, the work 
load of my sister was minimal. If you were to take a household of four or more kids I can see sympathy 
for wives (or husbands) who take care of them. Nuff said!” 

When I have a student who sticks out — for whatever reason — it is always difficult deciding which 
group to put him in. Something tells me that if I formed groups at random, they would work as 
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constructively as groups I so carefully compose. Assembling a group around Daryl took some careful 
thought. I feared that with the wrong students, Daryl would have a horrible experience in this 
“goodie-goodie” honors class. Conversely, I hoped that with the right students, Daryl would catch some 
of their enthusiasm for school. At the same time, I thought that any one of my students could benefit 
from working with Daryl, if not for the raw way he tackled things, than for the experience of working 
with someone different than the kids they had always worked with on this perpetual honors track. 

With Daryl I placed Kara, one of my star students whose stellar beginning-of-the-year writing seemed to 
bode well for good groupwork. I searched the roll book for nice kids, whom I figured would be tolerant. 

I nabbed Josh, who seemed especially mature and nice. I liked how he had complimented my 
independent reading list and asked for more recommendations. I also added Elizabeth, a quirky young 
woman who had sworn off pants and who probably would have been just as happy wearing her long 
skirts at the turn of the century. 

This group worked together off and on for five to six weeks, primarily in writing response groups. By 
the time we reached the culminating project for the poetry unit, I had hoped that the groups would be 
well oiled and ready to work on a more extended task. 

For this unit, the students studied poetry terminology, practiced different ways of reading and reacting to 
poems, wrote short poems, and learned how to write about poetry. The unit culminated with a five-day 
group project, for which, in retrospect, I probably set up too many objectives. 

I wanted the students to synthesize what they had learned about poetry, writing about poetry, and 
appreciating poetry. And I wanted them to teach their classmates. The assignment had many tasks, each 
drawing upon their abilities to apply what they had learned in the previous weeks of poetry and writing 
instruction. 

First, each group had to reread a quarter of our class poetry anthology (10 or so pages), comprised of 
poems the students had brought from home. Each group member then nominated one poem that would 
be good for the group to write about, “unpack” and “present” to class. The group then spent a day 
discussing the choices and reaching consensus. In their presentations to the class, I wanted the group 
members to get their classmates to understand and appreciate the poem. I asked that, in addition to doing 
a presentation, the groups submit a “poetry packet,” to include paragraphs of analysis that the students 
wrote individually (with the help of peer response), an artistic rendering of the poem, and notes 
explaining the process by which the group planned their group poetry presentation. 

For the first day, I randomly selected facilitators, timers, and note-takers, reminding students to rotate 
these jobs each day. I pointed out that other jobs would come up that were more specifically related to 
the tasks: idea editors, copy editors, artists, and presenters. 

On the day Daryl, Kara, Elizabeth, and Josh tried to reach a consensus about which poem to pursue, I 
watched, increasingly disappointed. 

Were they trying to reach a consensus? Did they know how? Daryl and Elizabeth sat facing Kara and 
Josh. Sagging in his chair, Daryl gazed away, pointing his outstretched legs towards another group. 
Elizabeth, disgusted, looked down as she paged through the anthology. Across from them Josh and Kara 
talked animatedly. 
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When I stopped at their group, Kara told me the group had chosen Raymond Carver’s poem “Gravy.” 
Elizabeth complained that no one was listening to her and that she hated “the dumb poem they both 
want.” I immediately worried that the both Elizabeth referred to meant that Kara and Josh were the 
decision makers. 

I’ve always got a million questions about teaching. Now I wondered if I should get involved or let them 
work it out. In this situation, I decided to step in. Kara and Josh volunteered that “Gravy” would work 
well. Apparently none of the other three wanted to work with the short, but confusing Emily Dickinson 
poem Elizabeth had selected. And Daryl proclaimed, “I really don’t care which poem they want.” 
Without offering advice, I moved on. They ended up selecting “Gravy.” 

The next couple of days, I observed the group diligently working on the written assignment. Daryl 
repeatedly came to me with his own paragraph, only to be sent back to the group. I could just see him 
yawning as he handed his writing over to Elizabeth or Kara: “Go on, you look at \l...he won’t.” 

Daryl would often search me out to say, “We’re done. Now what should we do?” 

“Ask your group,” I’d say. 

“They told me to ask you.” 

“Tell them that as a group you need to figure out and practice your presentation.” Such non- 
communicative conferences took place while other groups gained momentum and enthusiasm as they 
finished their written work and planned their presentations. 

Finally the day came for their presentation of “Gravy.” I hated watching it. Kara and Josh read 
alternating stanzas of the poem in a self-important way while Elizabeth, wearing a checkered apron over 
her long skirt, mixed up some real gravy. Daryl stood aside with nothing to do. Then, in an unrehearsed 
moment that distracted from the presentation, he reached for the gravy, taking a few licks. Other than 
that, the initial selectors of the poem, Kara and Josh, had taken over the presentation. The other two 
never really found their way into the project. 

In my response to the presentation, I wrote separate comments for each individual and for the group: 
“Kara and Josh dominate too much. I’d like to hear Elizabeth and Daryl speak more.” I reminded Daryl 
to “avoid eating during presentation; you take away attention from others.” I warned Kara to be “careful 
of giggling — maintain composure.” I made no positive comments. 

By contrast, I included positive comments on every other group’s grade sheet. I was so disappointed in 
this group that I couldn’t be positive. In the preceding days I could have coached them into being more 
collaborative. But not knowing how, I had just glared at them. 

After the project, I asked each student to respond independently to four questions: a) What jobs did you 
take on during the course of this project? b) How would you rate your own use of time for this project? 

Finish the following statements and support them: c) I think, as a member of my group, I helped by , 

d) I (dis)liked how my group . 

Daryl reported that his time had been “wasted because everyone says the same thing over and hasn’t 
concentrated on the presentation [which] is the true group ‘thang.’ ” Daryl also said he disliked how his 
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group worked “because everyone discussed their own personal problems and many times me and Josh 
were out of the picture.” 

Elizabeth noted that she had taken “rather skimpy notes for the group” and had done “many drafts of 
[her] paragraph, highlighting, typing, and defining.” She’d “drawn the picture, redone it, and stressed 
out." She said she resented the fact the two boys in the group hadn’t done their share. 

Josh, as it turned out, had had an unsettling retreat experience the weekend prior to this poetry project. 

He confessed that he had used class time to work out personal problems rather than the assignment. “I 
think my use of class time has been not so great because I have not been really with it for the past several 
days,” he wrote. “I know that if I had been in a little better mental state, I would have devoted more time 
and energy into these class time activities.” The irony is that I had put Josh in the group precisely 
because of his good energy in class. 

Kara, the group’s academic achiever, who took control so she wouldn’t lose control, said, “I liked how 
most of my group worked because we got our goals accomplished and we actively helped each other. 
Unfortunately, Daryl didn’t seem interested in working, which hurt our progress although we tried to 
include him.” 

Each of the students recognized that they hadn’t been completely successful. Elizabeth blamed the 
young men in the group; Kara blamed Daryl; Daryl blamed the group; Josh blamed himself. 

Despite the less-than-successful group process and presentation, the quality of the individually written 
paragraphs far surpassed every other groups’. Each student clearly understood various points about 
“Gravy.” The paragraphs were notable for their clarity, use of appropriate evidence, and commentary. 
They were largely free of mechanical errors, too. To me, their high-quality written work indicated that 
the group had successfully given meaningful response for revisions. 

I’m not sure how I could have altered the group’s experience. Maybe my precepts for group construction 
were wrong. I had always thought that a teacher should place one highly motivated anchor in each group. 
In this case though, I made the assumption — wrongly — that an academic star is also talented at 
interpersonal group skills. I’ve always tried to create groups that have both genders represented. Perhaps 
in this case, Daryl might have benefited more from an all-boy group. 

I had wanted the group presentations to have some magical component, and most did. But it was an 
optimistic leap on my part to think that, just because I had had other students succeed in groups, some 
magic would occur every time in every group. 

I still wonder how this group could fail so miserably in one aspect of the assignment, yet apparently 
succeed on another. Maybe its success on the written task could be attributed to the five weeks of 
paragraph writing and revision we had completed before this project. Or maybe the group did know how 
to respond and revise, but those skills don’t necessarily transfer to the type of consensus building 
necessary to prepare the poetry presentation. 

As for Daryl — just as suddenly as he had ridden into my class on the third day of school, he rode out 
again during the winter holiday, heading for Nebraska with his Dad. Damn it, I wasn’t ready for him to 
just pick up and go. 
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My Struggle with Sharon 



Boldly striding through the narrow doorway, her wild, mouse brown curls trailing, Sharon straddles her 
desk, bellowing her arrival. Raiders jacket draped down to her knees, she loudly cracks her gum, 
signaling that class can now begin — Sharon Dims is ready, pen in hand and mouth agape. 

Groupwork with Sharon is not easy for her or the others in her group. She is the type of student who 
wants to work only with her “best” friend, whether the two are in the same class or not. Because of this 
Sharon often cuts class, wandering around the school searching for Angie, or she arrives late because she 
and Angie “ had to talk.” ' r " ‘ -• usually means she has missed the directions and is unsure of the 
assignment. So her group, now responsible for telling Sharon what the assignment is, has less time to 
work on the tasks. 

I teach 8th-grade Language Arts Core in a Northern California middle school. Our student population is 
approximately 60 percent Hispanic, 25 percent Caucasian and 10 percent African American. The 
remaining 5 percent includes Pacific Islander, Asian, and Middle Eastern students. Except for the GATE 
class and Sheltered English instruction classes, our students are grouped heterogeneously. In my 
morning class, which is Sharon’s, I have 24 students, half of whom are Resource Special Education 
Pupils (RSP). Due to the large number of students who are either RSP or LEP, I tend to carefully choose 
group assignments so all students will feel fairly successful. 

This year my classroom theme was friendship and responsibility, and I decided I would like the students 
to learn these concepts through “doing.” Come December with the holiday season, I developed an 
assignment in which students worked cooperatively to create Christmas presents for children in a local 
hospital. The assignment, which was to be done in groups of four, was to write and illustrate an original 
children’s story that contained a moral, a main character (either an animal or person), and an adventure to 
illustrate the moral. They were to illustrate the story using only four colors — not counting black or 
white. The model for our stories were Gerald McDermot’s books, Anasi the Spider, Zomo the Rabbit, 
Arrow to the Sun, Papagayo the Parrot and The Stone Cutter. The groups were given three days of class 
time to work on their original stories. I also encouraged the students to exchange telephone numbers so 
they could work outside of class. At the end of the three days, the stories were to be presented to the 
class and then given to the children in the hospital. In the past, it seemed easier for students to write 
individually, seeking peer response to their drafts from one other student. It occurred to me that having 
four students create one story with illustrations might be difficult to manage, especially with this class. 
My past experience with their group dynamics told me these students were hard to manage because of 
their short attention spans and their difficulty getting and staying on task. 

The students in this class had worked in groups on numerous projects, but never on one that was so 
encompassing. I decided we would begin work on a Thursday, and on the preceding Monday I carefully 
placed the students in groups according to ability (artistic, writing), skills (literary and comprehension), 
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and personality (bossy, congenial). I wanted to give them four days to adjust to each ether. Because this 
task required both artistic and literary abilities and skills, I tried to place at least one student who had 
shown artistic interest in each group, as well as a student who enjoyed writing and being creative. 

When Thursday arrived, 12 of the students were out of the class on a trip. Instead of postponing the 
assignment, I decided to try it anyway. I carefully recrafted groups from the remaining students. I tried 
to include in each group a high achiever, a low achiever, an average student, and a non-achiever. 

Group #3 was composed of Sharon, Roy, Alicia, and Charles. Alicia, a high achiever, always tries her 
hardest to please her parents, peers, and teachers, both academically and socially. She is always the 
leader in a group, making sure the task is done on time and completed in a beautiful, well-planned 
manner. Charles is the low achiever. He is undersized for his age, sickly, and generally immature. But 
he is quite agreeable and works well in a group. He will follow directions and does make an effort. Roy 
is average. He works to complete the task and will follow the lead of those he works with. He always 
tries, and he usually has his work in on time. 

Sharon is the non-achiever. She rarely starts assignments, let alone completes them. In addition to not 
doing the work, she whines and complains: “I don’t understand the directions,” "What do you want me 
to do?” ‘Tell me again.” Sharon also tends to be bossy and does not understand directions from peers 
very well. I hoped by placing her in a group with three quiet people who work well she would get on 
task and join the others. I also assigned roles: Alicia, the facilitator; Sharon, the reporter; Roy, the 
recorder; and Charles, the gatherer/harmonizer. I thought Alicia would get the group going, and I knew 
Sharon would be pleased to be the reporter. She liked to be the center of attention, and being the reporter 
would guarantee that. 

I gave the class directions and told the recorder to write down the instructions from the board and record 
all the ideas and general information about their groups as they were working. I also reminded the 
facilitators that their job was to facilitate, not to boss. 

The students seemed to get down to business right away. Walking around the room, I stopped to ask 
each group what they had decided about their story’s moral and characters. Glancing at Group #3, 1 saw 
trouble brewing and walked over to see what was going on. Sharon started shouting that Alicia wanted 
the group to do her story idea and not Sharon’s. She insisted that Alicia was being bossy and said she 
wouldn’t work on Alicia’s project. “Why is Alicia always the leader?” she asked. 

I tried valiantly to stick to my role by speaking only to the facilitator, 1 in this case, Alicia. When I 
inquired how the group was progressing, Alicia, in a soft, strong voice, told me that she had only been 
sticking to her role as facilitator and had been explaining the task. She was merely making suggestions 
about theme and the boys liked them, she said. Only Sharon hadn’t. As Alicia was explaining this to me, 
Sharon kept interrupting to call her a liar. 



1 According to the workshop on groupwork, the roles are carefully detailed, and the teacher is to speak only to the facilitator. The 
students are to try to solve their problems in the group. If they decide they need specific information from the teacher, it is the role of 
the facilitator to ask. The teacher's role is that of an outsider, only to assist or guide when necessary. 
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Desperately wanting this group to get on task, I told Alicia to try harder. I suggested that maybe 
Sharon’s ideas were terrific and could be a real asset to the story. In fact, I suggested, perhaps the group 
could compromise and weave each other’s ideas into one story. 

As I left the group, I hoped they would work out their differences and produce a finished story they 
would all be proud of. I was pleased that Sharon at least was interested in the project, and I hoped that 
Alicia, in her desire to achieve, would allow Sharon to become a positive force, not a negative one as she 
had been in the past. As I walked away, the group was talking loudly, but it was about the project so I 
decided not to interfere further. 

I tried not to stare at Group #3. I heard their voices, Sharon’s in particular louder than the others’, but 
they were on task. I circulated among the groups, making sure all the students were working. Later, 
arriving back at Group #3, 1 was greeted by a whine from Sharon, who said she was absolutely, positively 
not working with this group, that I should just write her a referral for disobedience and defiance. I told 
Sharon she was not getting out of the work, that the group had to persevere. I reminded all four that 
theirs was a group project and all would get the same grade. 2 I also reminded them that part of the grade 
was based on their cooperation. I then walked away, not wanting to hear any comments from Sharon. 

A short time later, Alicia quietly and unobtrusively came up to me and said, “I’m sorry Mrs. Forest, it’s 
not working. I am trying my hardest, but Sharon will not cooperate. Please, can you move me to another 
group?” I fully understood what Alicia meant because I too had experienced Sharon’s orneriness. I 
moved Alicia into another group. 

The day of presentations arrived. Alicia and her new group had created a wonderful story and presented 
it perfectly. The story contained all required elements, and the illustrations were beautifully drawn. The 
group members talked about how they had settled their differences by using the game Roshambu, a 
children’s game for making decisions. Alicia later told me it was easier to work with a group that wanted 
the story to look and sound good, and that she liked working with a group that found positive, fun 
solutions to problems. 

When Group #3 presented, their story was the one that Alicia had suggested in the beginning. As Sharon 
explained, “It was a good story, but it was Alicia’s when she was in the group. With her gone, it became 
ours!” Group #3’s story contained all the required elements, but the pictures were sloppily drawn, the 
writing contained many spelling and grammar errors, and its overall appearance was one that showed 
minimal care and effort. Even so, I applauded their endeavor in completing the project and presenting 
their story to the class. 

I’m not sure what Sharon or Alicia learned from this experience, but I am sure what it taught me about 
groupwork and human nature. All students, even nonachievers like Sharon, want to be successful. It was 
interesting that Group #3 stayed with the ideas originally presented by Alicia. Perhaps I should have 
encouraged Sharon instead of Alicia, or maybe I shouldn’t have put them together in the beginning. In 
the future, I will probably not put Sharon with a strong personality like Alicia, and hope that she learns to 
cooperate with all students, not just the ones that follow her. 



2 We were taught that the goal is that all students work together and that each possesses a skill that can contribute to the final project. 
Some skills are not necessarily academic, some are in interaction and facilitating students working together. 
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For me, several questions arose from this experience: Was I wrong in encouraging Alicia to cooperate 
instead of focusing on Sharon and encouraging her to be more cooperative? Should I form groups by 
lottery and not try to make all groups equal in abilities/skills? How can I distinguish successful student 
growth in this particular project if I allow students to move to other groups when they encounter 
problems? Should I have allowed failure? 
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To Be, or “Not” 



I am a twenty-something male in my fourth year of teaching. I teach earth and physical science to 8th 
graders at a middle school located in a middle-class neighborhood of a large California city. My students 
are mostly from the neighborhood, with a large number of bus riders from other areas of the city. 

I strongly believe working in groups is good for the socialization process. The adage that “we teach kids, 
not subjects” often holds true for me as a middle school teacher. Social skills, problem solving and 
decision making, personal crisis management, and acceptable behavior are often topics of discussion in 
my classroom. Like most science classes these days, my class is geared toward hands-on lab work, 
toward “doing” science rather than reading about science — which is as it should be. I believe that doing 
an experiment for yourself multiplies the amount and degree of learning that occurs. So while running 
labs for my students is much more time and energy consuming for me, I enjoy it, and my students 
overwhelmingly agree that labs are preferable to any other classroom activity. Additionally, the 
hands-on work gives kids who normally don’t like school something to like. 

Optimally, most lab work is performed in pairs, but that’s made impossible by the realities of a shrinking 
budget, limited supplies, and a room providing only six lab stations for 30 or more students. So my 
students usually work on lab and other activities in groups of four. To prevent cliques from clicking and 
to manage any behavior problems that may develop, I change group membership often (whenever I get 
around to it). 

I am often forced to adapt lab projects designed for two students to accommodate the necessity of groups 
of four. I have found most lab activities easily adaptable to fours, as long as there is enough work for 
everyone to have something to do. However, because of a ridiculous classroom architecture in which the 
sinks and bunsen burner outlets are directly against the wall and beneath low-hanging cabinets with 
fluorescent light fixtures attached, physical and visual access to experiments can be a problem for groups 
larger than two. 

Students are responsible for participating appropriately in their groups: following lab rules, not 
disrupting other groups, and cleaning up. They are also responsible for turning in individual work, so 
they cannot rely totally on their partners. 

When conflicts arise within the group, I try to allow the students to work them out before I intervene. 
Occasionally I remove disrupthe students or those who do not follow lab safety standards. In addition, if 
an entire group becomes dysfunctional, I may shut it down for part of a period. 

I assign groups randomly, more or less, so by the end of the year each student has had the opportunity to 
work with his or her friends several times, as well as the misfortune to work with the dreaded nots (“Not 
him!” “Not her!”) on one or more occasions. This allows students to learn by experience that they can 
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work with anyone, even though it may take some effort. It is also an attempt at simulating life outside the 
classroom because, as we all know, in the real world you always get stuck with a “not.” So I rarely 
listen to the cries and pleas (“But we don’t get along!”), telling students that if they get stuck with a “not” 
this time, next time someone else will probably feel the same way about being stuck with them, so it all 
evens out in the end. 

In one class, I found very few nots, if any. The kids all seemed to accept each other and willing to work 
with whomever I assigned them. Very early in the year, however, I found the exceptions in this 
seemingly idyllic setting: Dennis and Caroline. In no uncertain terms, they individually told me about 
their dislike for the other. In the unique language of 8th graders, they hated each other’s guts. Their 
hatred was so intense that when either of them made a comment or asked or answered a question, the 
other would make a face, roll his or her eyes, or mumble something less than polite in an all too audible 
sotto voce. In short, they behaved like siblings. Were these the rumblings of a love-hate relationship, a 
case of simply not knowing each other well enough, or perhaps the result of an unresolved elementary 
school conflict? 

Whatever the cause of their dislike, I intentionally kept them separated to avoid any unnecessary conflict 
during groupwork, as well as in their regular seating. That changed the week before winter vacation, 
when I was too tired to realize what I was doing and too preoccupied to care. On that fateful day, toward 
the end of a chemistry unit, when the luck of the draw brought Dennis and Caroline together to work on a 
two-day lab, their other partners, Scott, Patrick, and Lydia, must have thought they were being punished 
for something. 

Dennis and Caroline both checked the group assignment chart as they came in, dutiful students that they 
are, and immediately came over to protest. I considered switching them to avoid the war they both 
assured me would soon follow. Although they finally convinced me of the grievous error I had 
committed, I decided to leave the assignment and just monitor their group carefully. I didn’t want to set a 
precedent that went against my beliefs and goals for groupwork, one which would surely come back to 
haunt me: “But you let Dennis and Caroline switch!” 

For this particular lab, my two objectives were for students to become more familiar with real life 
chemistry, in terms of using equipment and carrying out a test that chemists actually use, and for them to 
improve their thinking and problem solving skills. The lab involved a simple procedure by which groups 
could distinguish a number of chemicals by their reaction with a gas flame. I emphasized in my opening 
statements that students were to carefully observe the color of the flame, possibly making several tests 
with each compound, and describe the color as accurately as possible. The last part of the lab involved a 
problem solving activity in which the students were to identify some unknown compounds by comparing 
them to known compounds. The actual amount of work to be done was minimal, but this lab had never 
failed to captivate my students. 

No sooner had the groups begun working than Caroline and Dennis began raising their voices at each 
other: No, you’re doing that wrong... No, we already used that one... Let me do it, you’re doing it 
wrong... That’s the wrong color... You’re hogging it. They were loud, but I let them work on with only 
a stem glance to show I was keeping an eye on them. After a few minutes of fairly quiet work, they 
began getting angry, and once again voices were raised as names were called and more accusations were 
hurled. This time, as I watched from across the room, Caroline and Dennis began almost wrestling each 
other for control of the equipment. 
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The little “I-told-you-so!” voice in my head finally spoke up. Had I goofed? Could I still remain on the 
sidelines? Had they gone too far? Would one of the other students take control? What was I to do? 

* * * * * 

I decided it was time to step in. I told them they were finished working and sent the entire group out of 
the room. I took a few minutes to compose my thoughts and threats and then met them outside. We 
reviewed the lab safety instructions for working with bunsen burners, and then I asked what the problem 
was. Caroline and Dennis were openly hostile, each interrupting and blaming the other for the group’s 
failure, while Lydia, Scott and Patrick said they had no idea what had happened. Were these three being 
honest? Were they simply covering for the others in hopes of being allowed to go back inside? Or were 
they afraid of ratting on Caroline and Dennis? 

I chose not to take the time to decide who was at fault. I was angry that they could not solve their 
problem on their own, and that the problem had come up during my class. I was not in the mood to 
mediate or arbitrate, and if they were not going to own up, I did not care that possibly innocent people 
were being punished. 

Rather than spend the rest of the period refereeing, I decided to have the group attempt a social skills 
activity instead of a chemistry lesson. I instructed all five of them not to work on the lab, but to come up 
with a plan of action that would allow them to complete the rest of the lab the next day. They were not to 
continue the lab that day, or the next if they could not ensure that they would be able to complete it 
without my intervention. I heard them discussing something in loud voices, but I did not check back with 
them during the period. I did allow them into the room to clean up their lab station before they left. 

The next day the class resumed the lab. As promised, Dennis and Caroline’s group assured me that they 
were ready with a foolproof plan for their group, conceived of by Caroline and agreed to by Dennis. So I 
let them begin working. With only a few minor flare-ups, they worked the entire period and completed 
the lab. I could see on Dennis’s face and hear in Caroline’s voice the restraint they were showing. They 
did an admirable job, and I wished them an enjoyable vacation as I shooed them out the door after class. 

When the class returned from winter vacation, I left the same groupings for the next lab, also a two-day 
affair. I again monitored Caroline and Dennis’s group and this time heard and saw a much more 
workable environment, although they certainly were not one big happy family. There was still a good 
deal of hostility, although it was dealt with in a much more civilized way. 

I asked Caroline and Dennis to come and speak with me separately after school about their group. 
Caroline told me that she and Dennis “just don’t get along” and never had. She felt the cause of the 
problem was that all of her group members wanted to get involved, yet there wasn’t enough for each of 
them to do. She admitted that, although she had blamed Dennis for causing the fiasco, the real 
obstacle to completing the lab was a communication breakdown in which one person was giving 
information while another was testing a second chemical, another was trying to verify which materials 
had already been used, and no one was listening to anyone. Her solution was for everyone to pay 
attention to each other and take turns doing the actual testing so that everyone could have a chance to 
do something. She told me she thought she and Dennis had learned to work together when necessary, but 
that they still did not get along any better. 
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In retrospect, Caroline made a valid point: there wasn’t enough in this lab to keep five people engaged, a 
situation that had caused a lot of the initial frustration. Yet it was worth it for me to let them struggle 
through their frustration with the lab and with each other, and I feel it was worth it for them. 

They both came away with the knowledge that they had successfully solved a major problem that had 
prevented them from doing the lab, and that both might be better prepared if a similar situation ever 
arose. 

Dennis’s comments were much the same. He described himself and Caroline as “control freaks.” Each of 
them wanted to be in charge and the other three group members were willing to allow that to happen. 
Dennis did not blame himself nor anyone else for the group’s failure; in his eyes it was no one’s fault. 

His solution was to give everyone a specific job to do, allowing each person to participate without 
interference from the others. If the others felt that one person’s judgment was in error, each could write 
whatever they wanted; if they felt the person had made an inaccurate test, they were free to repeat the test 
later. Dennis agreed that he and Caroline could now work together again if necessary, but said he found 
that he was able to work with jus', about anyone anyway. And no, he didn’t see any improvement in their 
personal relationship as a result of their working together. 

In my own analysis, this activity had the potential for trouble, since it was neither designed for five 
gung-ho students working in a crowded environment nor adaptable to it. Although this was the only 
negative incident I’ve ever encountered with this lab, one way to prevent a repeat would be to have only 
half the class at a time work on the lab. But this creates other problems: multiple lessons plans, 
inattentiveness by non-participants, and extra supervision. In addition, I see that Caroline and Dennis 
have personalities that clash. Since neither is willing to give in or compromise unless forced, working 
together is difficult for them. I still believe that any two people can work together if necessary, and since 
we rarely get to choose our working associates as adults, the more practice we get working with the 
“nots” on a temporary basis, the less painful it will be when we get stuck with one of them permanently. 

Later on, Caroline wrote me a note saying that a few days afterward Dennis had come to her and offered 
a truce. She accepted. 
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Confronting One Group’s Inertia 



“Aw, Mrs. Weston, do we have to do this?” “What are we supposed to do anyway?” “I don’t 
understand!” 

Comments like these poured forth when I introduced the activity for collaborative groups to my freshman 
reading class. Still, I smiled confidently. 

I’m an African American woman who has been teaching for 15 years, and I had just completed a training 
workshop in collaborative groupwork. In the workshop I had heard many reasons why this method of 
classroom instruction is exceptionally effective. Now, back in my classroom, I was convinced that once 
my students began to work together on the assignment, rich interactions would develop. 

This prospect was particularly exciting because these students were low achievers. Their reading scores 
generally fell between 4.0 and 6.8 grade levels. The class included most of the minorities on campus sis 
well as some of the school’s least corrigible students. Approximately 75 percent were bused to the 
school daily from a low-income community 15 miles away. Difficulty competing academically with 
others at their grade level had burdened many with feelings of inferiority. Some became buffoons or 
bullies. Few would admit to their lack of basic skills or the extent of their struggle with printed text. 

The task I devised was to give each group a poem illustrating a particular poetic form along with 
activities to help them examine it together. My intent was not to foster expertise in poetic verse, but to 
help students develop cooperative learning skills. Groupwork would give each student an opportunity to 
help complete the task by sharing his or her own special talents and understanding. 

First, however, the students needed some preparation. Before giving them the assignment, I introduced 
the idea of imagery. We explored images through the five senses, read familiar poetic pieces, and 
discussed how images were expressed in them. The students then wrote their own short pieces, 
emulating the examples. In these ways, I introduced them to each poetic term they would later encounter 
in their groups. 

Equally important, before this lesson, I engaged the class in several activities designed to build group 
trust and cohesiveness. These activities focusing on listening skills, respect for others, and being a polite 
audience were suggested at the seminar on groupwork. They set the stage for open exchange by 
diminishing the fear — “who’s going to laugh at me?” 

I selected groups arbitrarily. By chance, four boys who were enrolled in my class to improve their 
reading skills were grouped together. For the first few minutes after the class separated into groups, 
these four sat quietly, desks askew, each retreating into his own separate world. They didn’t look at each 
other or speak. I was determined to give them an opportunity to break the ice and at least begin 
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discussing the task before I intervened. They continued to sit nervously and wait, knowing that I would 
eventually rescue them. 

One boy pulled his hood up and rested his head on the desk. Face hidden, he completely withdrew from 
the group. Another pulled out a pencil stub and began filling a sheet of paper with drawings of 45 
magnums. He nonchalantly swayed his head and made sounds like guns firing. The other two boys sat 
awkwardly for a few minutes, then began a game of tic-tac-toe that soon grew intense and noisy. All four 
gave the impression they didn’t care if the group worked together or not. 

When they saw me glance in their direction, the tic-tac-toe players began complaining that the group just 
wouldn’t work together. They asked to be changed to another group. The hooded student lifted his head 
and sullenly announced he couldn’t work because I hadn’t personally told him what to do. Ironically, he 
was the designated facilitator, responsible for insuring that the others were interacting. 

By this time I was becoming uncomfortable. I walked to the group and spoke to the hooded student. “Do 
you have questions about your responsibilities in the facilitator’s role?” I asked. I instructed him to 
review the board where the list of duties for each role was described. He slid down further in his chair 
and said, “What are we supposed to do?” Pointing to the activity sheets, I asked if his group had read the 
instructions for the task. The others began to joke nervously about the facilitator’s ability to read. I 
glared sharply, and they quickly muffled their laughter. But I was disappointed to see that there had been 
little transfer of the politeness skills we’d worked on in advance of the actual groupwork. 

Turning back to the facilitator, I suggested that the group consider reading the task to see what 
understanding they could glean from the instructions. I also suggested that they turn their desks 
around to face each other to create a bit of group togetherness. Before any of them could again voice 
their confusion or helplessness, I quickly exited, promising to return shortly to check their progress. 

They continued to grumble and complain about having to sit in groups to do a dumb assignment that the 
teacher refused to explain. Finally, one of the boys said to no one in particular, “What does that 
assignment sheet say anyway?” The others didn’t respond. 

When I returned to the group a little later, they began blaming each other for being unable to get started. 
The facilitator said his group was dumb and wouldn’t work. They all agreed that the assignment was just 
too hard. I couldn’t tell whether they actually couldn’t understand the instructions or were just saying so 
as an excuse to avoid getting started. 

My first inclination was to read the assignment sheet to them while explaining exactly what they were to 
do. But because I wanted to encourage them to become independent learners, able to rely on the special 
talents that each brought to the group, I felt I had to allow them time to flounder as part of the process of 
getting comfortable with groupwork. I was optimistic that they would ultimately start interacting and 
trust their own insights rather than simply waiting for me to give them mine. 

By the end of the period, however, the group still had not begun to work together. The facilitator 
remained withdrawn and uninvolved. The rest of the group took its cue from him and found distractions. 
Much to my chagrin, little spit balls flew across the room from their direction. I sighed, feeling my 
earlier enthusiasm for groupwork beginning to wane. As the class was leaving, the budding artist who 
had spent much of his time drawing guns frowned apologetically and said, “You know, Mrs. Weston, 
poetry is just not my thing!” Drawing pictures apparently was. 
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I tried to analyze what had gone wrong. What could have helped this group other than totally reassigning 
its members or doing the assignment for them? Students often leam to be dependent upon teachers by 
feigning helplessness. Aware of this — and of my penchant for rescuing students — I had fought the 
temptation to take over. I decided now to work with the group a little more to help build their 
confidence. But I would take care not to encourage their dependency. 

The next day I sat with them for the first few minutes and suggested ways they might get started. I said 
they might allow Darren — whom I had determined had low status in the group — to read the instructions 
orally. As Darren read, the group appeared to listen intently. But when he finished, they barraged me 
with questions about what they should do next and how I thought they should solve the problem. I 
quickly left, wanting them to discuss on their own how to proceed. At last, they were interacting! 

Unfortunately, their discussion soon fizzled. They returned to their previous inertia. Their problem 
appeared not to be the level of difficulty of the assignment but their reluctance to risk exposing 
themselves to failure in front of their peers. After all, each had his own reputation and macho image to 
uphold. 

When it was time for each group to make its presentation, all four slid down in their seats and tried to 
appear invisible. Under protest, they finally sauntered to the front, their pants dragging on their hips. 
They appeared embarrassed and joked to hide their discomfort while the class impatiently waited for 
them to begin. The reporter for the group explained that the group had fooled around and hadn’t told 
him what to say. Before returning to their seats, they admitted they hadn’t been very serious about 
the assignment, and that’s why they had no presentation. I was pleased with their honesty and remarked 
to the class that their admission displayed a level of maturity. 

In the discussion that followed, the class explored the problem of how to handle uncooperative group 
members. Students contributed ideas on how to get group members to share. They suggested, for 
example, that asking everyone in the group to express ideas and then listening to all comments without 
criticism would help to make everyone feel like an important part of the group. The class also concluded 
that trust was one of the biggest factors in group success. Members must feel comfortable to share 
without fear of being put down or having their ideas ridiculed. 

The class, then, benefitted from this activity because the four boys provided them with a prime example 
of a dysfunctional group. But was this a positive outcome for the boys involved? What was the effect on 
them of having their dysfunction exposed to the class? If that effect was negative, were the merits of 
groupwork undermined? In pondering these questions, I resolved that in the future I would exert more 
control over the one area that may have contributed to the group’s demise: group mix. I would attempt 
to use arbitrary grouping less, instead striving to guarantee a more heterogeneous mix of students. 
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Dennis was one of the B-Boys — a name bestowed almost affectionately by the front office upon a group 
of thuggish, low-achieving boys who all happened to have last names that began with the letter “B.” By 
October they would all have shirts with bulldogs silk screened on them, a symbol that identified them 
with a nearby street gang. 

Just a little too thin, and slightly drooped at the shoulders, Dennis was an expert at being disengaged in 
class, and a master magician whose greatest trick was making himself invisible. His book would be 
open, paper and pencil ready, but a closer inspection would reveal, instead of history notes, page after 
page of drawings — guns, gang graffiti, and comic book heroes. 

Not too long after school started I realized that Dennis might have a tough time making it through my 
inner-city 8th grade class. In hopes of helping him along, I decided to apply some of the things I’d 
learned the previous summer in a seminar or. Complex Instruction. 1 With Dennis, I intended to test its 
promise that low achievers improve academically when participating in open-ended groupwork activities, 
and that student learning increases in proportion to student interaction. I wondered whether Dennis 
would become a better student as a result of participating in groupwork. 

In the beginning, I hadn’t pushed Dennis. Given the contrast between his poor academic record and his 
average test scores, I assumed that teachers had already pushed, cajoled, embarrassed and punished 
Dennis in hopes of jump-starting his interest — all with little success. I doubted that I alone could spark 
his curiosity, but hoped that Dennis’s peers might be successful where teachers had failed. I decided to 
let the group projects entice him. 

My teacher instincts told me that as others valued Dennis’s contributions, he would strive harder and 
improve academically. While he was not great at reading and writing, he had a natural talent for drawing 
— an intellectual strength that would be in high demand since many group projects require analyzing and 
creating visual representations. On the other hand, part of Dennis’s strategy for remaining invisible was 
to answer every question with the same response. Whether it was a standard “check-in-and -see-if-he’s- 
paying-attention” question or a “high-interest/no-right-answer” question, his answer was always the 
same: “I don’t know.” Not surprisingly, his classmates perceived him as being intellectually weak. 

tuiowing that the low expectations of his peers would inhibit Dennis’s ability to fully participate in the 
small group projects, I planned to alter their expectations by assigning competence to Dennis, whenever 



1 Complex Instruction, developed at Stanford University, is a groupwork model that emphasizes the development of higher-order 
thinking skills in heterogeneous classrooms. It addresses issues of status that arise in small groups. 
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